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Abstract 
Young people whose parents are separated or divorced are increasingly represented 
in Australian schools. They may be living in more than one family type and may 
move routinely between households, while attending school. While some research 
has been concerned with their school outcomes and their general wellbeing, little 
research has focused on their experiences at the ‘intersection’ of school and home, 
nor has it focused on their experiences from the standpoint of the young people 
themselves.  
Drawing on theoretical perspectives from childhood studies and children’s rights, a 
case study was conducted in a metropolitan, all-girls Catholic school in Brisbane, to 
investigate the experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced, from 
their own perspectives. The study involved semi-structured interviews with 6 
students aged 13 to 14 years, and subsequent interviews with 4 teachers. Thematic 
analysis revealed findings that girls feel emotions about their families while at 
school, are active managers of their learning, and seek teachers’ understanding of 
their situation while respecting their family’s privacy.  
The study suggests the need for strengths-based, resilience-building strategies for 
students and teachers, for an inclusive school culture of respect for family diversity 
and for practical understandings and accommodation of students’ transitions between 
households and family types. Moreover, the study provides a platform for further 
research using the young people’s own accounts of their experiences at the critical 
intersection of school and home.  
iv Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
Table of Contents 
 
Keywords ..................................................................................................................... i 
Publications Arising from Doctoral Research ......................................................... ii 
Abstract ...................................................................................................................... iii 
Table of Contents ...................................................................................................... iv 
List of Figures .......................................................................................................... viii 
List of Tables ............................................................................................................. ix 
Statement of Authorship ........................................................................................... x 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................... xi 
Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................ 2 
Background .......................................................................................................................... 3 
Terminology ......................................................................................................................... 3 
Rationale for Study .............................................................................................................. 5 
The incidence of young people whose parents are separated or divorced. ...................... 5 
Effects on school outcomes and wellbeing. ..................................................................... 7 
Paucity of research. .......................................................................................................... 8 
Gender differences. ........................................................................................................ 10 
Research Design................................................................................................................. 11 
Research Questions ............................................................................................................ 11 
Significance of the Study ................................................................................................... 12 
Overview of Thesis ............................................................................................................ 13 
Chapter 2: Literature Review ................................................................................. 16 
Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 16 
Historical Context: Family Demographic Trends in Diversity and Transition .................. 16 
Effects of Family Structure ................................................................................................ 20 
General effects on school outcomes and wellbeing. ...................................................... 21 
Initial effect on school outcomes and wellbeing. ........................................................... 26 
Long-term effect on school outcomes and wellbeing. ................................................... 28 
One-parent family factors. ............................................................................................. 35 
School Responses............................................................................................................... 42 
School responses from the perspectives of young people. ............................................. 43 
School responses from the perspectives of parents and teachers. .................................. 45 
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice v 
School responses to legal issues ..................................................................................... 48 
School responses by providing intervention programs. ................................................. 51 
Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 55 
Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework ....................................................................... 58 
Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 58 
Epistemological Foundation of the Study .......................................................................... 58 
Historical Views of Young People..................................................................................... 64 
Era of paternal possession. ............................................................................................. 65 
Era of the welfare approach. .......................................................................................... 66 
Era of the children’s rights approach. ............................................................................ 67 
Justification of a Children’s Rights Approach to the Study ............................................... 70 
Linking Childhood Studies and Children’s Rights ............................................................ 73 
The Conceptual Framework in Relation to the Research Design ...................................... 75 
Authenticity. ................................................................................................................... 77 
Power differentials. ........................................................................................................ 81 
Sensitivity to diversity. .................................................................................................. 83 
Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 84 
Chapter 4: Research Design .................................................................................... 86 
Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 86 
Case Study ......................................................................................................................... 86 
Type of case study. ........................................................................................................ 87 
Participants. .................................................................................................................... 88 
Research site and setting. ............................................................................................... 92 
Phase 1: Preliminary Phase ................................................................................................ 98 
Stage 1 University ethics and school board clearance. .................................................. 98 
Stage 2 Interview protocols............................................................................................ 99 
Phase 2: Interviews and Interim Analysis ........................................................................ 101 
Stage 1 Interviews with students. ................................................................................. 102 
Stage 2 Interim data analysis. ...................................................................................... 102 
Stage 3 Further interviews with students and analysis. ................................................ 104 
Stage 4 Interviews with teachers and document analysis. ........................................... 105 
Phase 3: Final Analysis of Data ....................................................................................... 109 
Stage 1 Cross-case analysis of student interviews. ...................................................... 109 
Stage 2 Cross-case analysis of teacher interviews. ...................................................... 111 
Stage 3: Concept mapping. .......................................................................................... 112 
vi Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
Phase 4: Report Preparation ............................................................................................. 112 
Research Rigour ............................................................................................................... 112 
Construct validity. ........................................................................................................ 113 
External validity. .......................................................................................................... 114 
Reliability. .................................................................................................................... 114 
Ethical Issues ................................................................................................................... 115 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 118 
Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion ..................................................................... 120 
Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 120 
Participant summary. ................................................................................................... 122 
Use of verbatim quotations. ......................................................................................... 124 
Theme 1: Girls Feel Emotions about Their Family While at School ............................... 125 
Behaviour changes - emotional behaviour. .................................................................. 128 
Behaviour changes – distracted behaviour. .................................................................. 129 
Behaviour changes – uncharacteristic behaviour. ........................................................ 131 
Reflection from class activities. ................................................................................... 135 
Theme 2: Girls Manage their Learning ............................................................................ 145 
Homework and assessment. ......................................................................................... 146 
Shared care situations................................................................................................... 151 
One-parent families. ..................................................................................................... 161 
Blended and step-parent families. ................................................................................ 166 
Theme 3: Girls want Teachers to be Understanding, and Respect Family Privacy ......... 171 
Teachers being understanding. ..................................................................................... 171 
Teachers respecting girls’ privacy. .............................................................................. 173 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 179 
Chapter 6: Implications for Practice .................................................................... 182 
Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 182 
A Strengths-based Resilience Approach for Teachers ..................................................... 182 
Culture of Understanding and Respect for Diversity and Transition in Families ............ 188 
Schools working to empower young people. ............................................................... 191 
Schools valuing and collaborating with parents. .......................................................... 195 
Teachers being supported to critically engage with inclusive ideals and practices. .... 199 
Contributions of the Study ............................................................................................... 203 
Issues for further research. ........................................................................................... 204 
Childhood studies and children’s rights research contribution. ................................... 207 
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice vii 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 208 
References ............................................................................................................... 210 
Appendix A: Participant Information – Students ............................................... 232 
Appendix B: Ethics Approval ............................................................................... 237 
Appendix C: Presentation to Staff ........................................................................ 238 
Appendix D: Interview Protocol - Students ......................................................... 248 
Appendix E: Interview Protocol – Staff ............................................................... 250 
Appendix F: Participant Information Sheet – Staff ........................................... 252 
Appendix G: Documentation Analysis (Student Reports) ................................. 256 
Appendix H: Thematic Analysis – Concept Maps .............................................. 258 




viii Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
List of Figures 
 
Figure 1: Context, case and embedded units in the case study ................................. 88 
Figure 2: Research phases of the study ..................................................................... 97 
Figure 3: Central themes arising from student and teacher interviews in an 
embedded, single case study design......................................................................... 121 




Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice ix 
List of Tables 
 
Table 1: Living arrangements of young adolescents 2005/2006: % of adolescents of 
age 11, 13 or 15 living primarily with both parents, step-family, one-parent and 
other family type ........................................................................................................... 7 
Table 2: Study decision junctures and decision outcomes ......................................... 59 
Table 3: Views of young people across three eras in social, legal and research 
contexts ....................................................................................................................... 65 
Table 4: Study phases ................................................................................................. 96 
Table 5: Parallel questioning of students and teachers ........................................... 107 
Table 6: Cross-case analysis of student transcripts - codes .................................... 110 
Table 7: Student and teacher participant details ..................................................... 123 
Table 8: Links between resilience research, children’s rights model, study findings, 
and study recommendation for a strengths-based resilience approach for teachers




Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice xi 
Acknowledgements 
 
This thesis is the culmination of many years work. During that time, I have been 
inspired, supported and encouraged by family, supervisors, friends and colleagues. 
I would like to thank my supervisors, Professor Ann Farrell and Associate Professor 
Kerryann Walsh for their unwavering support and faith in me. I would like to thank 
Professor Susan Danby for challenging me to become a practitioner researcher. Truly 
I am humbled by the honour it has been to study alongside such women of 
compassion, wisdom and strength. I thank QUT staff for their support of my dream, 
in particular the staff of the Office of Educational Research. 
I thank the many friends and colleagues who have listened, helped and inspired me, 
in particular my professional mentors Dr Patsy Norton and the late Mr Jeff 
Schneider, and my ‘critical friends’ Mr Steve Faulkner and Ms Catherine Priday. I 
thank my family who have bolstered and encouraged me. I remember my father and 
thank my mother, my first teachers, for their wisdom and patience. Most of all, I 
thank my two beautiful sons, Alex and Matthew Cumberland, for believing in their 
mother. I will remember forever their participation in my final seminar, and our 
family meeting to work on the last edits. 
Finally, I am indebted to the young people and teachers who participated in my 
study. It is their words that bring the experiences of young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced to life in this thesis, and it has been a privilege for me to work 
with them. I would like to thank the school Board for having confidence in me and 
giving permission for me to conduct the case study at the school, the school principal 
for her support and mentorship during my study, and my colleagues who have 




Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 1 
  
2 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
If the parents had been recently divorced, (the young people) might find it 
hard to … cope with school work as well while getting their head around … 
that their parents are breaking up. I know that I had that trouble in primary 
school and ... if maybe the teachers, or Principal, or the Deputy would like 
acknowledge that the parents are going through a hard time or something 
like that well they could like help them out with a bit of homework or 
something and like just understand. (Nola, 12 years) 
Girls, such as Nola, attest to the lived experience of being a school student 
experiencing parental separation or divorce. Their experience spans home and 
school, and marks an important juncture for both the student and the school. It is a 
juncture described by Epstein (1985) as a “hazardous crossing” (p. 18), yet one with 
affordances to move from the traditional “red” warnings around home and family to 
the “green” light of new connections between home and school. Despite the 
importance of the students’ experiences at this juncture, it is largely overlooked by 
researchers and educators alike, and with little evidence of students themselves being 
asked about their experiences. The study reported in this thesis redresses this 
situation by providing empirical evidence from  young people, themselves, 
accounting for their own experience of being a school student in the wake of their 
parents’ separation or divorce.  
Introducing this study, this chapter describes my own background interest in the 
topic and my experience as an educator and parent, spanning both home and school 
contexts. The chapter provides a definition of terms, the study’s rationale, design and 
research questions. Moreover, it demonstrates the merit of the study as a professional 
doctorate that generates practical implications for the field of practice in which it is 
located. As a practitioner researcher, I have used a scholarly lens to investigate, 
analyse and consider the implications for practice of the experiences of girls at the 
intersection between home and school contexts. Fox, Martin, and Green (2007) argue 
that “being a practitioner reseacher is not the same as being an academic researcher. 
The practitioner researcher approaches research and embeds research within practice 
in ways that an academic researcher cannot. Fundamentally, … there is a synergy 
between research and practice for the practioner researcher in that practitioners 
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engaged in research are more successful practitioners and researchers engaged in 
practice are more successful researchers” (p. 1). 
Background 
My interest in researching girls whose parents are separated or divorced grew from 
my thirty-year career as a secondary school teacher, working with  young people 
aged 12 to 17 years, in Queensland. Currently, I hold a middle-management 
administrative and curriculum role, providing daily academic, career, and pastoral 
support to individual students and to groups of students. With a teaching 
specialisation in accounting and business management, I serve on the Queensland 
Studies Authority curriculum panel for Accounting, with leadership in negotiating 
academic outcomes for students and supporting schools and panels as they deal with 
school-based assessment. Over time I have seen that students’ family circumstances 
impact on their academic performance and, in my curriculum and panel roles, I work 
towards equitable outcomes for students, including those who experience parental 
separation or divorce. On a personal level, I experienced separation and divorce 
almost two decades ago and sole-parented two sons through their schooling and 
post-secondary education. I have what Van Manen (1990) referred to as “lived 
experience” (p. 4) of the phenomenon; experience that, in turn, makes me well 
placed to critically reflect on the everyday experience of students at the intersection 
of home and school.  
In these professional and personal roles, I have worked with girls living in a range of 
family situations. I have observed the ways in which family circumstances, 
curriculum and interpersonal relationships at home and at school interact to affect the 
academic and social experiences of young people. My experience, as such, has 
fuelled my research interest in the critical interactions between family and school 
and the ways in which teachers, school administrators and support staff work with 
young people whose parents are separated or divorced.  
Terminology 
In this thesis, the term “young person” is used in preference to “child”, “adolescent” 
or “youth”. Each term has different meanings in different research and disciplinary 
contexts. The Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) (2013a), for example, 
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defines children in terms of their relationship to adults – a “person of any age who is 
a natural, step or foster son or daughter” (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
2013a, Definition section, para. 3). The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) uses 
the terms children and youth with respect to age (in years), using the term children 
for those aged 0-14 years and youth for those aged 15-24 years (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2013), a definition that is in line with the United Nations’ definition of 
children as those persons below the age of 18 (United Nations, 2014) and youth as 
18-24 inclusive (United Nations, 2013). The term “young people” is, therefore, used 
throughout the thesis study, to denote individuals aged 0-24 years, inclusive of 
children and youth. In turn, the term “student” is used interchangeably to denote that 
the young people in the study are school students. The term “girl” is used to denote a 
female young person. 
Family types described in this thesis draw on definitions provided by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2011). One-parent families comprise an adult living with 
his/her natural child/ren. Step-families consist of couples with at least one child who 
is not the legal child of both adults. Blended families include couples with at least 
one child who is the legal child of both parents and at least one child who is a step-
child of one of the parents. Intact families are those in which children are living with 
both of their natural or legal parents.  
In turn, terminology relevant to separation and divorce draws on that of the Family 
Law Act (1975) (Commonwealth). The term divorce is defined as the “termination of 
a marriage otherwise than by the death of a party to the marriage” (s. 4). Australian 
law requires that a couple live “separately and apart” (s. 90E) for twelve months 
before they can apply for a divorce. In this thesis, the term separation is used where 
parents may be living separately and apart, but not yet legally divorced. Further, the 
Family Law Act also applies to those families where parents are living together in a 
defacto relationship which breaks down. A defacto relationship is one where a 
couple are not married or related by family, but “having regard to all the 
circumstances of their relationship, they have a relationship as a couple living 
together on a genuine domestic basis” (s. 4A). If the relationship of a defacto couple 
breaks down and the parties are living separately and apart, they are considered to be 
separated also. Thus, in this thesis, the phrase “parents are separated or divorced” is 
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taken to mean all parents who are living “separately and apart” from their children. 
When parents are separating or divorcing and arrangements are put in place for their 
children, the Family Law Act uses the terms persons whom a child “spends time 
with” and “communicates with” (s. 63C) rather than the terms “residence” and 
“contact” used in previous versions of the Act. 
Terminology relevant to the proportion of time young people spend with parents 
draws on that specified by the Australian Government Child Support Agency. The 
Agency defines “regular care” as up to 34% of the nights per year, “shared care” as 
35-64% of nights per year, and “primary care” as greater than 65% of nights per year 
(Australian Government Child Support Agency, 2009, p. 22). 
Rationale for Study 
Why study the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced? 
Such a study is important for four key reasons. First, a noteworthy proportion of 
young people in schools have parents who are separated or divorced and their family 
situation may well affect their school experiences. Second, there is research evidence 
of effects of separation or divorce on the school outcomes and wellbeing for these 
young people. Third, there is a paucity of research to guide schools to find effective 
ways to work with these students. Finally, there is research evidence that girls and 
boys may have differing reactions to their parents’ divorce and therefore divergent 
experiences at school. Thus it is appropriate for the study to distinguish the 
experiences of girls. This study redresses a significant gap in the research literature 
and possibly in school practice about the ways in which schools can best work with 
girls whose parents are separated or divorced by providing a case study of these 
experiences.  
The incidence of young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
Young Australians live in families of varying composition; and young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced represent a significant proportion of the young 
people in Australia. This group of young people have parents who may have been 
married, unmarried, cohabited or have never lived together. Common to these young 
people is the situation where one of their legal parents now lives elsewhere 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013), owing to separation or divorce. 
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Young people in Australia live in differing family types. The Family Characteristics 
Survey (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011) undertaken with families with children 
aged 0-17 years during the 12 month period from mid-2009 to mid-2010 showed 
that:  
 73% of these families were intact families; 
 19% were one-parent families, with the majority of these female-headed; 
 4% were step-families; 
 3% were blended families; and 
 1% were other families (e.g., families of adult siblings with no children). 
Such diversity is indicative of a complex constellation of possible living 
arrangements for young people.  
The rationale for this study also begins with the notion that young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced have particular circumstances in their family life, 
which may, in turn, affect their experiences at school. At a practical level, they are 
likely to have living arrangements relating to their parents’ residing in different 
locations. They may live in more than one residence and in more than one type of 
family, as they live with or visit legal parents living in different places. According to 
the Family Characteristics Survey (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011), 21% of 
young people aged 0-17 years had a natural parent living elsewhere with varying 
levels of contact with that parent: 48% saw the parent at least once per fortnight, 
15% spent 10%-20% of their nights with the parent and 24% saw the parent rarely 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). For young Indigenous Australians, the 
proportion with a parent living elsewhere is much higher, with up to 40% living 
separately from at least one of their biological parents (Walter & Hewitt, 2012).  
Moreover, because parental separation and divorce can be both events and processes, 
it appears that the living arrangements of young people whose parents are separated 
or divorced are dynamic rather than static. There are transitions associated with 
moving house, moving between parents in different households, and reconfiguring 
households should parents repartner or remarry.  
The Australian Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 
survey (De Vaus & Gray, 2004) confirmed these transitions, revealing that 16% of 
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young people in Australia had lived in at least two different family arrangements by 
age 17 years; and 10% had lived in three or more different family arrangements (De 
Vaus & Gray, 2004). A noteworthy proportion of young people in Australia, 
therefore, are in family constellations which involve them living in one-parent, step- 
or blended families; and perhaps experiencing multiple transitions between 
households and types of living arrangements. 
International data on the diversity of families are reviewed in detail in Chapter 2. 
Table 1 below, however, gives an overview of the living arrangements of young 
adolescents in 2005-2006 from a range of countries, as measured by international 
databases of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
(2007). These data support the view that, across a range of countries, young people 
in many parts of the developed world live in families of varying composition. Many 
of the young people living in step-families or one-parent families represented by this 
data would have parents who are separated or divorced. 
Table 1: Living arrangements of young adolescents 2005/2006: % of adolescents of age 11, 13 or 15 
living primarily with both parents, step-family, one-parent and other family type 






Canada 69 11 18 3 
Germany 74 9 15 1 
Greece 86 3 11 1 
Netherlands 80 7 12 1 
Sweden 69 9 21 1 
United States 62 7 25 5 
Effects on school outcomes and wellbeing. 
Young people have differing experiences of their parents’ separation or divorce. 
Their experiences, in turn, affect their school outcomes and wellbeing. Research 
suggests that the events leading up to and after parental separation and divorce can 
be a stressful process for young people and their families, in addition to the actual 
event of the separation and divorce (Potter, 2010; Sun & Li, 2009). In Chapter 2, the 
literature review will elaborate on these impacts at the intersection of family and 
school life; in short, it will outline the ways that parental separation and divorce 
affects young peoples’ school outcomes and general wellbeing.  
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In terms of school outcomes, evidence from large-scale studies using international 
data about young people from one-parent families shows there are effects upon 
reading literacy, school connectedness and school outcomes (Scott, DeRose, 
Lippman, & Cook, 2013); and science assessment specifically (Chiu, 2007). In the 
United States of America (USA), evidence of lower completion and retention rates 
was found by Wallerstein and Lewis (2004) and Sandefur and Wells (1999); with 
other studies showing risk of reduced success for young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced (Ham, 2004; Jeynes, 1999; and Lansford, et al., 2006). So too, 
large scale Australian data sets show evidence of weaker school completion rates for 
young people in non-intact families (Curtis & McMillan, 2008; Mance & Yu, 2010). 
As in the USA, an impact on completion of post-compulsory schooling was similarly 
identified in Australian studies by Evans and Kelley (2002); and Evans, Kelley and 
Wanner (2001). 
In terms of student wellbeing, evidence of social, emotional and behavioural 
challenges associated with family transitions comes from a variety of studies in a 
range of countries. For example, recent Australian work indicated that young people 
in female-headed one-parent families had lower social/emotional well-being than 
young people in intact families (Baxter, Qu & Weston, 2007). In turn, a number of 
studies have identified anxiety as an outcome for young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced (e.g., Riggio, 2004; Storksen, Roysamb, Moum & Tambs, 
2005). Conversely, there is evidence that parental separation or divorce may bring 
benefits for young people in terms of improved family relationships (Moxnes, 2003; 
Riggio, 2004;) and increased resilience and independence (Arditti, 1999; Riggio, 
2004). 
Paucity of research. 
The school experiences of young people whose parents are separated or divorced 
have received scant attention in the empirical literature. The research that has been 
undertaken in this area has tended to highlight the negative impacts of parental 
separation and divorce, repartnering, and different patterns of shared care of young 
people by parents living in separate households. There has been little consideration 
of the role or impact of school policy and procedures upon the young people or 
examination of issues specific to school contexts such as the movement of materials 
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from one household to another or communication with schools across more than one 
family.  
In providing a rationale for the study, it is evident that young people whose parents 
are separated or divorced form a significant proportion of young people in schools. 
They have particular family experiences which relate to their school experiences. 
With so little research undertaken with students themselves to inform school 
practice, it is timely to investigate the experiences of such students from their own 
perspectives. Insights from such an investigation stand to inform the work of 
teachers, administrators, counsellors and learning support staff as they work with 
students who experience parental separation or divorce. 
It is not that schools necessarily fail to recognise or respond to the needs of young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced, but rather that they are operating in 
the absence of an evidence base. With almost thirty years of experience as a teacher, 
senior teacher and Head of Department in several Queensland secondary schools, 
both state and private, I have observed that Queensland secondary schools do, 
indeed, have procedures and structures that enable them to work with young people 
experiencing grief, personal and family issues and social, emotional and academic 
problems. Moreover, resources exist. For example, most schools in which I have 
worked have a dedicated position at deputy principal level: the teacher in this 
position has responsibility for student welfare and supervises teachers who record 
attendance, distribute daily notices and provide a contact point for student pastoral 
care issues. So too, schools usually have teachers in middle-management positions 
such as House Leaders or Year Level Coordinators who lead pastoral care programs 
and Heads of Department who may share responsibility for student support. These 
school staff may provide assistance when assessment requirements cannot be 
fulfilled due to students’ personal circumstances. Additionally, professionals in 
specialist positions provide some personal and career counselling and learning 
support. Schools have enrolment procedures that seek to document family structures. 
Attunement to families is evident in curriculum documents and classroom materials 
such as syllabi, work programs, teaching resources and materials. 
However, while there are some strategies in place, schools are perhaps operating in 
the absence of a sufficiently rich evidence base of the experiences and expectations 
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of the young people themselves. This may reflect in the academic outcomes and 
wellbeing of the young people. The rationale for this study is to provide such an 
empirical evidence basis for their daily work with young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced. 
Gender differences. 
There is some evidence of gender differences in the academic and wellbeing 
outcomes for young people whose parents are separated or divorced. Several studies 
where gender differences were considered report differential results for girls and 
boys whose parents were separated or divorced. For example, Chapple (2009) 
conducted a meta analysis across OECD countries, comparing the wellbeing of 
young people in intact families and in one-parent families. The study found that 
living in a one-parent family impacted more upon wellbeing for boys than for girls. 
Sourander and Helstela (2005) identified a link between changes in family structure 
and internalising and externalising behaviours for adolescent boys, but not for girls. 
Conversely, links have been made between adolescent depression in girls and the 
separation or divorce of parents, but not for boys (Culpin, Heron, Araya, Melotti, & 
Joinson, 2013; Ge, Natsuaki, & Conger, 2006; Oldenhinkel, Ormel, Veenstra, De 
Winter, & Verhulst, 2008). Ham (2004) identified that adolescent girls whose 
parents were separated or divorced were affected in terms of academic outcomes, but 
not boys. A further study considering cross-country comparisons of the internalising 
and externalising behaviours of young people whose parents were separated or 
divorced in Britain and the USA found differences by gender in Britain, but not in 
the USA (McCulloch, Wiggins, Joshi, & Sachdev, 2000). 
Evidence of gender differences in the academic and wellbeing outcomes for young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced, however, is not undisputed. A 
number of studies, including work by the Australian Government (2011); Chiu 
(2007); Huurre, Aro, Rahkonen, and Komulainen (2006); and Sun and Li (2009) 
have considered gender in measuring academic and/or wellbeing outcomes for this 
group of young people, and have found no differences between girls and boys. 
Even so, there is sufficient evidence available about gender differences for young 
people who have experienced parental separation or divorce to suggest that girls and 
boys will have differing experiences at school, although current research is 
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inconclusive regarding what these differences might be. It is argued in Chapter 4 that 
a small-scale qualitative exploratory research design is appropriate for this study, 
given the scant research available about the school experiences of young people 
whose parents are separated or divorced. Narrowing the focus of the study to girls 
was supported by empirical research findings, and also linked to my decision to 
research as an insider at my workplace--an all-girls Catholic school. The rationale 
for this decision and an acknowledgement of the limitations it brought are discussed 
in Chapter 4. One limitiation is that results of this study may be better applied to 
students in other girls schools, rather than to students at other types of schools.  
Research Design 
This exploratory study investigates the intersection between the family and school 
experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced and in so doing 
provides an evidence base from which implications for practice can be drawn. This 
case study conducted in one site, at an all-girls Catholic metropolitan secondary 
school in Queensland, was designed to investigate the experiences of girls whose 
parents are separated or divorced. The research design uses girl’s reports of their 
experiences which, in turn, were augmented by teacher accounts. 
Data for the case study consist of: 
 an initial, brief written questionnaire completed by students who expressed 
interest in participating in the study;  
 semi-structured in-depth interviews of approximately 30 minutes with six 
students aged 13-14 years whose parents were separated or divorced; 
 semi-structured interviews up to 60 minutes with four teachers; and 
 document analysis of school reports for the students interviewed. 
It is acknowledged that the small sample size impacted upon the ways in which the 
findings may be applied. Factors that impacted upon sample size are discussed in 
Chapter 4 (Research Design). 
Research Questions 
There are two central research questions for the study: 
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1. What are the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or 
divorced? 
2. What are the implications for practice in schools? 
Significance of the Study 
The study has scholarly and professional significance, and aligns with Australian 
government priorities for research. Its scholarly significance is its provision of rich 
empirical evidence in an area where there is currently little research. While there is 
research on the effect of divorce on student outcomes and the impact of residency 
arrangements, there is little research considering the way that separation or divorce 
of parents affects experiences at school, from the standpoint of the students 
themselves. Further, the scant guidelines in this area largely provide information 
from the perspective of professionals working in schools, rather than from the 
standpoint of the young people themselves. The study, therefore, contributes to a 
modest yet growing body of research about the perspectives of young people. In 
addition to its empirical significance, the study has professional worth, in that it 
stands to provide schools with information about the experiences of young people 
whose parents are separated or divorced in the context of the school which could, in 
turn, inform school policies and procedures. 
The research questions and research design are in line with the Australian 
Government’s priorities for research and education. The study provides research on a 
group of young people identified to be at risk of socioeconomic disadvantage arising 
from their family structure. Addressing socioeconomic disadvantage is an important 
challenge for Australia as indicated in its focus in the country’s Strategic Research 
Priorities. Developed as part of the National Research Investment Plan (Australian 
Government, 2013), the Strategic Research Priorities identify the five most pressing 
issues for Australia, one of which is promoting population health and wellbeing. Of 
relevance to this study, research in this priority area aims to “maximise social and 
economic participation in society” (p. 2) in relation to “key life stages, 
intergenerational disparities and socio-economic disadvantage” (p. 2). 
In considering young people whose parents are separated or divorced as being 
potentially at risk of socio-economic disadvantage, the study links to Goal 1 of the 
Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (Ministerial 
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Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008). The 
declaration was agreed to by all Australian education ministers in December 2008. It 
states that “Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence [and that schools 
should] ensure that socioeconomic disadvantage ceases to be a significant 
determinant of educational outcomes” (Ministerial Council on Education, 
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008, p. 7).  
The research design provides for the collection of data from the young people 
themselves, and for the information provided by young people to guide data 
collection and analysis. As such, it aligns to the national Australian Ministerial 
Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs’ (2004) declaration 
Stepping Forward: Improving the Pathways for Young People. This declaration, 
signed by all Australian Education Ministers, indicates that the opinions and 
contributions of young people should be sought and valued as part of their active 
participation and engagement in the design and delivery of public policies, programs 
and services (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth 
Affairs, 2009).  
Overview of Thesis 
Chapter 1 has provided an introduction to the study by outlining my professional and 
personal experiences that led to my research interest in young people whose parents 
are separated or divorced. It has defined terminology relating to young people, girls 
and families to be used in the thesis, identified the research questions, provided a 
rationale for the study and outlined the significance of the study for the professional 
and research communities. 
Chapter 2 presents the study’s literature review. It considers family change in a 
historical context and argues that the current patterns of diversity and transition in 
families will likely continue and intensify, in Australia and internationally. The 
review then presents evidence that young people whose parents are separated or 
divorced experience effects on their school outcomes and wellbeing. It is argued that 
these impacts are ongoing and multifaceted; with pre-existing factors, age and timing 
factors, gender factors, one-parent family factors, and shared care factors described. 
Finally, the review discusses the slowly growing body of research that considers the 
way these young people negotiate the contexts of family and school and how schools 
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respond. The literature review also highlights the gap in existing knowledge 
regarding the experiences of girls and how the current study contributes to this body 
of evidence. 
Chapter 3 outlines the study’s conceptual framework and its location within a 
personal constructivist approach. Historical trends relating to the way in which 
young people are viewed and researched in social and legal contexts are explored. 
The research design is shown to draw on contemporary conceptual work in 
childhood studies and children’s rights which, in turn, afford opportunity for 
interaction with young people themselves, using data collected in face-to-face 
interviews. Issues of authenticity, power differentials and sensitivity to diversity are 
raised in relation to this data collection technique.  
The research design and methodology described in Chapter 4, in turn, provides a 
justification for operationalising the study. The research is a case study conducted in 
one site, an all-girls Catholic metropolitan secondary school in Queensland. The 
study investigates the views of six students whose parents were separated or 
divorced and uses interviews with four teachers to expand upon the themes that 
emerge from the student interviews. I have researched as an insider, and the school 
site is one where I am well known in a middle-management position and for my 
relationship of trust with students and others in the school community. The chapter 
discusses the features of the particular case study, participants and research site and 
setting. It outlines the four phases of the study, from preliminary ethics approval and 
development of the interview protocols, through to interviews and interim analysis 
of data, to final analysis of data and report (thesis) preparation. It justifies the 
research design in terms of research rigour, identifying strategies built in to ensure 
the study’s construct validity, external validity and reliability. It also discusses 
ethical issues and outlines the ways in which the research design sought to minimise 
risk to the research participants. 
Chapter 5 presents the combined findings and discussion of the first research 
question: What are the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or 
divorced? It draws upon the thematic analysis approach of Guest, MacQueen, and 
Namey (2012) to consider the three central themes raised by the young people in 
their interviews, and expanded on by staff. The three themes are elaborated and 
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discussed in light of other research on education, resiliency and families in Australia 
and internationally. The findings were that girls: 
 feel emotions about their families while at school; 
 manage their learning; and 
 want teachers to be understanding and respect family privacy.   
Chapter 6 considers the second research question: What are the implications for 
practice in schools? Two implications are raised and elaborated on. First, the chapter 
identifies a strengths-based resilience approach that seeks to enable schools to work 
with young people whose parents are separated or divorced. Second, the chapter 
explores the elements of an inclusive school culture of understanding and respect for 
the diversity and transition in families, along with strategies for working with 
students, parents and staff. This chapter also considers the broader contributions of 
the study.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to review the corpus of literature relevant to the 
research topic and its context, so as to provide a comprehensive rationale and 
justification for the study. The literature review has three sections. First, it considers 
families in the Western World in a historical context. It is argued that there is a 
pattern of diversity and ongoing transition in families that will persist and intensify 
in the future. Second, the review argues that there are links between living in a 
family where parents have separated or divorced, and detrimental academic and 
wellbeing outcomes. It is argued that the effect on outcomes is both ongoing and 
multifaceted. It is not the case that young people are affected only at the time of their 
parents’ separation or divorce, but rather that effects are ongoing as parents perhaps 
repartner or remarry, and/or arrangements for visiting parents change. The 
multifaceted nature of the effects of parental separation or divorce is considered by 
examining research on age and timing, gender, and family structure (one-parent and 
shared care families). It is also acknowledged that there are positive as well as 
negative effects. Third, literature regarding appropriate school responses to parental 
separation or divorce is reviewed. It is argued that, while there is research evidence 
on school achievement and wellbeing sequelae for these students, there is a paucity 
of research on the lived experience of the young people at the intersection of school 
and home and from the standpoint of the students themselves. This gap in the 
existing research provides rationale for the current study that considers the 
experiences of these young people at school. 
Historical Context: Family Demographic Trends in Diversity and Transition 
Chapter 1 provided a broad overview of the diverse family structures in Australia. 
This chapter section provides a more detailed treatment of this topic in considering 
the current and historical demographic trends in families in Australia and 
internationally. It is argued that trends towards greater diversity and higher rates of 
transition are likely to persist. 
The form and function of families have altered over time. A consideration of the 
ways in which families have changed across the centuries provides a context for 
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considering the current diverse ways in which families are structured. For many 
centuries in the Western World, marriage was central to the formation of the family 
and served socially and economically as a way of raising capital, constructing 
political alliances, organising the division of labour and delineating the lives of 
parents and children. Coontz (2004), a researcher in history and family studies from 
the USA, describes the function of marriage in the 15th and 16th centuries as 
consolidating economic and political rights in both the propertied and lower classes, 
but being largely for family rather than individual benefit. 
Coontz (2004) points out that, by the 17th century, there were moves towards 
autonomy for individuals and choice in marriage partnerships. The notions of marital 
companionship, intimacy and privacy were developing by the late 18th century. At 
this time there was some advocacy for divorce and decriminalisation of 
homosexuality (Coontz, 2004). Until the mid-1900s, in the Western World, marriage 
was the (almost) universal institutionalised setting for child rearing, providing the 
only predictable and legitimate form for family life (Cherlin, 2004).  
By the mid-20th century, a fundamental shift in the function of marriage moved it 
from an institutional arrangement for having children towards an emotional 
relationship based on companionship, “primarily on emotional bonds between two 
autonomous individuals” (Cherlin, 2004, p. 961). During the 1960s and 1970s, there 
was what has been described as a “second transition” to that of individualised 
marriage, where people saw marriage as a partnership that should further the 
personal development of the partners, rather than a partnership that revolved mainly 
around building a family (Cherlin, 2004, p. 852). The process of transformation of 
marriage, from an institutional to a companionable to an individualised way of 
becoming a couple and perhaps forming a family, has been described by Cherlin as 
the “deinstitutionalisation of marriage” (2004, p. 853). 
During the second half of the 20th century, there were social, cultural and economic 
changes across the Western World and emerging diversity in legitimately forming 
couple relationships and families. There were changes to the roles, expectations and 
economic independence of women, and their capacity to support themselves without 
male partners. Developments in reproductive technology led to many women taking 
control of their fertility. More recently, technological advances have enabled 
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individuals to become parents at a later age, and given couples struggling infertility 
more effective options (Coontz, 2004). Ironically, the same period has seen a rise in 
childlessness for a significant proportion of couples, with the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (2006) indicating a growing trend towards childlessness across developing 
countries. For example, 24% of Australian women in their reproductive years were 
childless in 2000, in comparison to approximately 20% in 1986 (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2006). 
There were also declining rates of marriage in Western countries alongside 
increasing rates of cohabitation; that is, living in a marital relationship without the 
legitimacy of marriage. So too, there were increasing rates of relationship breakdown 
for both married and cohabitating parents, leading to a higher prevalence of one-
parent families, with most of the post-separation childcare borne by mothers 
(Coontz, 2004).  
What does this mean in terms of the families in which young people currently live? 
The Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children Study is a long standing World 
Health Organisation study collecting data in 4-yearly intervals. The study’s 2012 
report drew data from 2009 and 2010 surveys of approximately 1,500 young people 
aged 11-15 years in each of 43 countries and regions across Europe and North 
America (Currie, et al., 2012). The approximately 200,000 young people in the study 
identified a plurality of family constellations. The young people were asked to 
identify themselves as living primarily in two-parent, one-parent, step-parent or 
“other” home (and “other” included foster home or being cared for by non-parental 
family members). Results varied across countries, with the proportion of young 
people living primarily in intact families 49% to 60% in Greenland, the USA and 
Wales; and 85% to 88% in Greece, Croacia and Armenia. The survey fielded family 
structure from the standpoint of the young people, some of whom saw themselves as 
living in more than one type of family structure. For example, a young person may 
reside part of the time in a one-parent family and part of the time in a blended 
family, or step-family where one parent has repartnered and the other has not.  
How prevalent is it for young people to spend time evenly across two households? In 
an analysis of data from the 2005-2006 Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children 
Study, Bjarnason and Arnasson (2012), estimated the prevalence of young people 
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living in shared care arrangements where 50% of the time was spent with each parent 
across 36 Western countries in Europe, North America and Israel. The authors 
considered records of a total 193,632 young people and estimated that across the 36 
countries, an average of 1% lived in 50/50 shared care. In 29 out of the 36 countries, 
this figure was 1% or less; about 2% in Norway, the United Kingdom (UK), Canada 
and the USA; about 3% in Belgium, Denmark and Iceland; and the highest rate was 
4% in Sweden. 
This diversity in family structures is also apparent in developing countries; for 
example, in the recent Child Trends report on World Family Map 2013: Mapping 
family change and child well-being outcomes family change worldwide was 
considered. Retrospective trends in 45 countries were investigated (Child Trends, 
2013). The authors defined two-parent families as including intact families and step-
families and blended families, and reported that this family type was the most 
common worldwide. However, the proportion of young people living in two-parent 
families was identified as declining, particularly in Europe, the Americas and 
Oceania, while the proportion of one-parent families was identified as increasing.  
The current diversity in family living arrangements is considered by some to be 
unparalleled in history. Coontz (2004) argues: 
When we look at the larger picture, it is clear that the social role and mutual 
relationship of marriage, divorce and singlehood in the contemporary world 
is qualitatively different from anything to be found in the past. Almost any 
separate way of organizing caregiving, childrearing, residential 
arrangements, sexual interactions, or interpersonal redistribution of 
resources has been tried by some society at some point in time. But the 
coexistence in one society of so many alternative ways of doing all these 
different things – and the comparative legitimacy accorded to many of them – 
has never been seen before. (p. 974) 
Cherlin (2012) argues that family diversity is increasing in response to social and 
economic factors and is unlikely to decline. The World Family Map 2013 authors 
support this view, as do reports from the OECD. For example, a prospective report 
from the OECD International Futures Program predicts that these trends are likely 
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to continue (OECD, 2011), with data suggesting that “the next 20 years are likely to 
see a continuation and even acceleration of changes in household and family 
structures” (p.13), including increases in one-parent families, rates of divorce and 
remarriage and increased prevalence in step-family and blended family types. 
Research, internationally, indicates that young people live in varied family 
structures, and diversity is likely to continue. This diversity is, at least in part, related 
to increasing prevalence and acceptance of separation and divorce. Research reveals, 
however, that increasing trends towards young people living in one-parent families is 
not universally attributable to parental separation and divorce. For example, in some 
countries one-parent families more commonly arise from parental death or 
employment mobility (Child Trends, 2013). These circumstances also affect the 
capacities of young people to attend and complete school, but these particular 
circumstances are beyond the scope of this thesis, which focuses on young people 
whose parents are separated or divorced.  
The issue of transition in families sits alongside that of diversity. There is 
compelling evidence that families are diverse, although issues associated with 
diversity remain unaddressed. For example, studies do not often report on the 
proportion of young people who move between families on account of their parents’ 
separation or divorce. Nor do studies qualitatively describe the differences in family 
structures in the households between which they move. Studies do not yet provide 
detailed analysis of the ways that family constellation might transition and change 
over time as parents separate, perhaps divorce and repartner or remarry. It is clear 
that young people live in a range of different types of families and, for those young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced, the nature of their families is 
dynamic. While all families are dynamic, the specific issues and extent of changing 
family structures for young people whose parents are separated or divorced are likely 
to be different from their counterparts living in intact families. These differing 
conditions may, in turn, affect the experiences young people bring to and have at 
school. 
Effects of Family Structure 
There is evidence that parental separation or divorce affects young people’s school 
outcomes and wellbeing. This evidence will be considered in three sub-sections. 
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First, empirical evidence of general effects on academic outcomes and wellbeing will 
be discussed. Second, effects on academic outcomes and wellbeing for young people 
in the initial stages of parental separation or divorce will be explored. Third, longer-
term effects will be considered.  
General effects on school outcomes and wellbeing. 
Research investigating the effects of parental separation and divorce on young 
people has been ongoing since the 1970s. For example, a 25-year longitudinal study 
in the USA followed the progress of 131 young people whose parents had been 
divorced in the early 1970s (Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). Results indicated that the 
parents’ divorce had been a “life-transforming experience” (p. 367), leading to 
negative outcomes for the young people in all areas of their lives, including their 
education. Two-thirds of the young people, as adults, had experienced multiple 
marriages themselves and few described their childhood as happy. Since that 
landmark study, numerous researchers have compared outcomes for young people 
whose parents are separated or divorced with counterparts in intact families. 
Research, at the current time, is less condemning of non-intact family structure, but 
large-scale international and Australian studies still identify effects on school 
outcomes and wellbeing.  
A recent meta-analysis of 122 studies compared the wellbeing of young people in 
one-parent and intact families, where the one-parent families included but were not 
limited to parents who had experienced separation or divorce (Chapple, 2009). 
Chapple examined research conducted from 1990 to 2007, and investigated factors 
associated with wellbeing, such as academic achievement and physical and mental 
health. The research drew from what Chapple described as a cross section of 
countries within the OECD. Overall, he found that there was a small but significant 
difference in outcomes for young people in one-parent families, in comparison to 
those in intact families, and identified trends related to the methodology and the 
country in which data were collected. For example, studies that controlled for pre-
divorce factors such as family income or conflict found a smaller effect of family 
structure on wellbeing outcomes, however, only a minority of studies included such 
controls. There was a smaller effect for studies based on random samples as opposed 
to convenience samples. In terms of differences from one country to another, studies 
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in Australia, Finland and Turkey had higher effect sizes than the USA, with lower 
effects found in Germany. Chapple (2009) concluded that the significance of the 
effects was small and inconsistent across countries; yet the issue was important to 
researchers and governments internationally. Analysis showed that the negative 
effect of family structure on school outcomes and wellbeing in young people is 
multifaceted. Economic, social and cultural factors interrelate with family structure 
to affect outcomes.  
Scott et al. (2013) considered the effect of family structure on school outcomes The 
authors used two international datasets to compare the reading literacy, school 
connectedness and school progression of three groups of young people: those living 
with two parents (including step-parents); those living with one parent; and those 
living without a parent. Data from the 2009 Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) from the OECD and the international Demographic and Health 
Surveys Program were drawn from a wide range of countries. In terms of reading 
literacy and grade repetition, the overall results of the study indicated that young 
people from two-parent families had stronger results than young people living with 
one or no parents in most middle and high income countries, even after background 
characteristics such as wealth were controlled for. However, across cultures, the 
effect of family structure on school outcomes was inconsistent. There was, indeed, 
an advantage to living with one parent rather than two parents in terms of outcomes 
on reading literacy and grade repetition in lower income countries. The authors 
suggested that perhaps, in those countries with fewer resources, sole parents were 
more willing to divert family resources towards young people’s education.  
Chiu (2007) found a similar pattern, in an earlier study drawing on PISA data. 
Chiu’s study considered results of science skills assessments from 107,834, 15-year-
old students from 28 OECD countries, including Australia, and a wide array of 
countries such as Indonesia and Switzerland. The study found that young people had 
higher scores on the assessment if they lived with two parents than if they lived with 
one parent or in a blended family. Again, results were inconsistent across countries. 
Chiu noted a weaker link between academic performance and family structure if the 
young people lived in what was described as a “collectivist” culture (p. 518) where 
there was more family support from relatives such as grandparents. In both of these 
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large-scale, international studies, some effect of family structure on school outcomes 
and wellbeing has been confirmed, particularly for countries such as Australia. A 
number of other studies in Australia, the USA, and Canada have compared school 
completion rates among young people living in various family structures. These 
studies have found that young people from one-parent families are less likely to 
complete school than their counterparts in intact families (e.g., Curtis & McMillan, 
2008; Evans, Kelley, & Wanner, 2009; Mance & Yu, 2010; Sandefur & Wells, 
1999).  
An effect on school completion was identified in Australian Bureau of Statistics data 
from the 2006-2007 Family Characteristics and Transitions Survey, which found 
that 62% of 18-24 year olds who had experienced the separation or divorce of their 
parents completed Year 12, as opposed to 77%, for young people who had not. The 
educational gap was evident in the data for individuals up to 45-55 years. This group 
were 25% less likely to have a Bachelor degree than those from intact families 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). Analysis did not control for other family or 
economic variables, but the trend appears robust, as it is reflected in other current 
Australian research that has controlled for a range of economic factors (Curtis & 
McMillan, 2008; Evans, et al., 2009; Mance & Yu, 2010). 
Results from two large-scale Australian studies on school completion and school 
achievement support the finding of impact on school completion rates. First, the 
Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) analysis by Curtis and McMillan 
(2008) drew on a sample of 8,691 young people who were 15 years old in 2003, and 
tracked their experiences up to age 17 years. This study compared school completion 
rates to Year 12, which is the final year of schooling in Australia. The study found 
that 22% of young people from non-intact families had not completed Year 12 as 
compared with 13% for young people in intact families (Curtis & McMillan, 2008). 
Second, the Youth in Focus survey by the Australian National University drew on 
survey data taken from a sample of 2,430 matched parent-youth pairs recruited via 
government administrative data. Analysis of the survey results for young people 
supported the LSAY analysis, in that it indicated associations between non-intact 
family structure (stepmother, stepfather, never repartnered sole parent) and poorer 
academic and social outcomes, as measured by Year 12 completion, and a range of 
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antisocial behaviours, such as regular smoking, being in trouble with police, and 
school suspension (Mance & Yu, 2010).  
These current studies confirm results from several earlier Australian studies of 
school retention. For example, a large-scale quantitative study was conducted in 
2001 using a random electoral roll sample of children whose parents had divorced by 
the time the children were aged 14 years (Evans, et al., 2001). The authors found 
statistically significant effects on educational attainment in terms of years of 
education, completion of secondary school and completion of university studies. The 
risk of dropping out of school was 26% higher for the children of divorced parents 
than for children in intact families. The effects did not differ according to level of 
education of the parents, ethnicity, whether parents had remarried, or whether 
children lived predominantly with their mother or with their father. Further analysis 
of large-scale random surveys by Evans and Kelley (2002) from the Institute of 
Applied Economic and Social Research found a small but negative effect of parental 
divorce on later occupational success. These authors also expanded their research to 
consider international trends, in their comparative analysis of samples from the USA, 
Canada, and Australia. Findings identified that young people whose parents had 
separated or divorced had lower school completion rates across all three countries 
and that completion rates had diminished over time (Evans, et al., 2009).  
In a similar vein, a quantitative study in the USA investigated the effect of being in a 
one-parent family in terms of the number of years of schooling completed (Sandefur 
& Wells, 1999). The researchers found that children who spent at least ten years 
living in a one-parent family were educationally disadvantaged. The study controlled 
for common family influences and found that each change in family structure was 
associated with a disadvantage comparable to 0.3 years of completed schooling.  
These studies measured school outcomes for young people in a range of family 
structures by considering school retention. Ruschena, Prior, Sanson, and Smart 
(2005) used longitudinal data from the Australian Temperament Project to measure 
school outcomes and wellbeing in a different way. This study measured behaviour 
problems, academic progress at school and temperament as reported by parents for 
300 participants. The participants were parents of young people aged 17-18 who had 
been tracked by the study for 17 years. Approximately half were from a family 
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where there had been a parental separation or death, and the other half formed a 
control group. There were no significant differences found between groups. The 
results of this study are not in line with the earlier Australian studies on school 
retention (Evans, et al, 2001; Evans & Kelly, 2002) or the later studies on school 
retention, and academic and social outcomes (Curtis & McMillan, 2008; Evans, et 
al., 2009; Mance & Yu, 2010). This may be because Ruschena et al. (2005) 
considered school outcomes in terms of parent report of school achievement while 
other studies measured school outcomes in terms of school retention. It is possible 
that the inconsistent results reflect this difference in measurement. Parents may 
perceive young people as being successful at school, despite the fact that they may 
be less likely to complete school.  
In summary, the studies discussed in this section quantify the potential for 
disadvantage for young people whose parents are separated or divorced in terms of 
school outcomes and wellbeing. Most of the research on effects discussed thus far 
has been large-scale, quantitative and focused on measurement of broad outcomes. 
Next, studies that apply a fine-grained perspective will be considered.  
It is argued that effects on school outcomes and wellbeing of young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced is ongoing and multifaceted. In order to identify 
how the effects on academic achievement and wellbeing occur, it is necessary to 
consider a range of aspects within the experiences of young people whose parents 
are separated or divorced. Strohschein (2005) suggests that: 
Moving beyond simply asking whether divorce affects children, researchers 
have called for a process-oriented approach, which involves examining 
features in a child’s life both prior to and after divorce to gain a more 
textured understanding of the circumstances by which parental divorce 
adversely affects some children more than others. (p. 1286) 
Strohschein (2005) argues that the results of large-scale studies that consider a cross-
section of data regarding young people whose parents are separated or divorced may 
indicate overall negative impact, but cannot fully explain why “divorce produces 
vulnerability in some children and resiliency in others” (p. 1286). Therefore, it is 
argued that, in order to understand the effects of separation or divorce of parents on 
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young people that may lead to negative or positive effects on their school outcomes 
and wellbeing, it is necessary to consider the range of factors impacting at an 
individual level. The next section of the review will consider the initial impact of 
parental separation or divorce on young people.  
Initial effect on school outcomes and wellbeing. 
What is the immediate effect on young people when their parents separate or 
divorce? This section will consider evidence from studies that identify emotional 
reactions of young people in the initial stages when their parents separate or divorce, 
and describe evidence that multiple transitions at this stage may negatively affect 
young people’s school outcomes and wellbeing.  
Findings from the few studies that consider the immediate effect on young people 
when parents separate from the perspectives of the young people themselves reveal 
feelings of sadness and grief. In an Irish study by Hogan, Halpenny, and Greene 
(2003), 30 young people aged 2-10 years when their parents separated, up to five 
years prior, were involved in semi-structured interviews and produced family 
drawings. The authors reported young people’s feelings of “sadness and loneliness” 
(Hogan, Halpenny, & Greene, 2003, p. 170). In a Norwegian study where 52 young 
people participated in in-depth, semi-structured interviews, the young people were 
asked to share their story of the time of their parents’ divorce. These young people 
and their parents had participated in a broader study, the Families after Divorce 
study. Study findings revealed that the young people identified that losing daily 
contact with one of their parents had been stressful and many saw it as a “great loss” 
(Moxnes, 2003, p. 139).  
Evidence from other studies reveals that the initial impact for young people of 
parental separation or divorce is more complex than feelings of sadness and grief. 
Butler, et al. (2002) conducted a qualitative study as part of the British Children’s 5-
16 Research Program. The study drew on a random representative sample of young 
people in Wales and England whose parents had separated within the past 15 
months. Evidence was drawn from interviews with 104 young people aged 7-15 
years regarding their experience of their parents’ divorce, and from activity books 
completed by the young people, along with interviews with parents. The comments 
of the young people indicated that the initial phase of the family transition was seen 
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as a form of crisis, with “disequilibrium and emotional upset followed by a period of 
adjustment” (Butler, et al., 2002, p. 98). The young people were seen, however, as 
active managers of the adjustment. The authors commented that “children do not 
experience their parents’ divorce passively. Their involvement is an active, creative 
and resourceful one” (p. 99). In a study by Flowerdew and Neale (2003) in the 
United Kingdom, 60 young people aged 11-17 years whose parents had divorced 
were followed up across 3-4 years. These young people discussed how they provided 
emotional support for their parent/s and dealt with feelings of guilt that they may 
have contributed to the family situation. This supports the conclusion by Butler et al. 
(2002) that young people can operate as active rather than passive in the ways in 
which they function during and after parental separation or divorce. 
An Australian study, Burns and Dunlop (1999), tracked the feelings of young people 
about their parents’ divorce across 10 years. Thirty-seven adolescents aged 13-16 
years participated in one to two hour interviews. At this initial time-point, parents of 
these adolescents had been divorced within two years. In line with other studies, 
findings revealed that the young people felt sadness, shock, and disbelief about their 
parents’ divorce although a significant number also described relief, gladness, anger 
and a desire for parents to reunite. The young people were interviewed again three 
and 10 years after the first interview. Twenty-five participants were retained for the 
10-year period, and the study reported on these participants. At the three-year 
interval, feelings of sadness, shock, disbelief and a desire for their parents to reunite 
had declined; and feelings of relief and gladness had increased. At the 10-year 
interval, most of these feelings except gladness and relief were at a low level, except 
that over 20% of the participants continued to feel fairly angry or very angry at one 
parent.  
Burns and Dunlop’s (1999) study is significant for this literature review in two ways. 
First, it notes that young people may feel relieved or even glad when their parents 
separate. Researchers and teachers, therefore, should not assume that all young 
people whose parents separate will experience negative effects. Second, it identifies 
that young people may experience different effects at different stages of family 
transition. Young people who are dealing with the initial separation of their parents 
may also be managing more than one transition simultaneously. For example, they 
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may move residence/s and change schools. There may be enduring conflict, 
including violence, between parents, financial difficulties and lifestyle changes. A 
Scottish study, conducted by the Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, 
surveyed 361 young people aged 10-14 years, then conducted a series of 45 minute 
informal interviews and focus group discussions with 70 young people (Highet & 
Jamieson, 2007). It was found that young people who had experienced family 
changes were “more likely to experience other changes such as moving house, town 
or school” (Highet & Jamieson, 2007, p. i). In both the Norwegian (Moxnes, 2003) 
and British (Flowerdew & Neale, 2003) studies, the occurrence of multiple 
transitions was identified by the young people as causing considerable distress. It is 
possible that it is not only the separation or divorce that may lead young people to 
feel sadness or stress, but the cumulative effect of simultaneous transitions.  
In summary, these studies provide corroborating evidence of an immediate 
emotional effect on young people when their parents separate, followed by a period 
of adjustment which, it can be argued, is managed actively by the young people 
themselves. Effects may be intensified if the young people have multiple transitions 
in tandem with parental separation. Evidence of an immediate emotional effect on 
young people whose parents separate has been discussed. In the next sub-section, 
long-term effects will be considered. 
Long-term effect on school outcomes and wellbeing. 
It will be argued in this sub-section, first, that effects on school outcomes and 
wellbeing for some young people whose parents are separated or divorced persist 
across time. Second, evidence will be provided to support the view that family 
transitions and change such as the repartnering or remarriage of parents, and 
adjustments to visiting arrangements for young people, may also impact as time 
passes. Third, the multifaceted nature of the long-term effects will be explored by 
considering pre-existing factors, age and timing factors, gender factors, one-parent 
family factors and shared care factors. It will also be acknowledged that there is 
evidence of long-term positive effects.  
First, the long-term effect of parental separation or divorce on school outcomes and 
wellbeing was considered in a USA study by Sun and Li (2009). Three waves of 
academic performance data collected in the National Educational Longitudinal Study 
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 29 
(NELS) from 1988, 1990 and 1992 for 10,045 students across secondary school were 
analysed to consider links between family structure and achievement across six 
years. It was found that, while some young people whose parents were separated or 
divorced did not have compromised academic achievement, there was a significant 
proportion of young people whose parents had divorced by the beginning of 
secondary school who were severely affected in terms of academic achievement in 
comparison to young people in intact families. This finding is in line with research 
already discussed indicating that young people whose parents are separated or 
divorced are at risk in terms of their academic outcomes. It also supports the 
argument made by Strohschein (2005) that parental separation or divorce affects 
young people in different ways and to varying degrees. Sun and Li (2009), however, 
also found that the academic effects on young people whose results were 
compromised at the time of parental separation or divorce was continuous across the 
six years of the study and did not recover. Thus, the effect of parental separation or 
divorce can be ongoing and long-term for some young people, not just at the time of 
the initial separation.  
Second, as family life continues after separation or divorce, there may be further 
transitions over time that may affect school outcomes and wellbeing. How often does 
this type of transition occur for young Australian people? As noted in Chapter 1, data 
collected in the Australian Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 
study in its first wave showed that, by age 17 years, 16% of young people had lived 
in two different family arrangements, and 10% had lived in three or more (De Vaus 
& Gray, 2004). While their data reports on family circumstances in Australia from 
more than a decade ago, other research captures a more contemporary picture of the 
dynamic nature of families.  
Young people may remain in the same type of family living arrangement, but there 
may be changes to the way in which family time is organised. A recent Australian 
study drew on participants from the Longitudinal Study of Separated Families and 
conducted telephone interviews with 623 young people aged 12-18 years whose 
parents had separated since 2006. It was found that almost one in three of the 
participants experienced changes in the pattern of staying with parents in the first 
two to three years after their parents separated. It was also identified that multiple 
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changes to residency patterns, within a short time, affected the young people’s ability 
to cope (Lodge & Alexander, 2010).  
A Quebec study of 741 young people aged 4-17 years in child protection programs 
found the number of times a family is blended to be a stronger predictor of young 
people’s adjustment after parental separation or divorce than family structure. A 
family may be blended when parents repartner or remarry. This finding suggests that 
it is not solely the issue of separation or divorce that is important, but also the family 
transitions that occur subsequently (Saint-Jacques, et al., 2006). This finding was 
supported in a USA study of 238 boys in grades one to three (i.e., lower elementary 
school, the equivalent of lower primary school in Australia). It was found that the 
cumulative effect of family transitions was associated with poorer outcomes for the 
boys on both academic and behavioural measures (Martinez & Forgatch, 2002). So 
too, these findings were supported in the British Lone Parent Cohort and Their 
Children report on a longitudinal study of the repartnering patterns of 548 sole 
parents and the outcomes for their children across 10 years (Marsh & Vegeris, 2004). 
Marsh and Vegeris found that young people whose sole parent entered a series of 
short term relationships experienced negative effects such as school truancy, poorer 
school completion, and compromised attitudes towards school achievement in 
comparison to those whose sole parent had repartnered in a relationship that was 
stable over time. Another large-scale longitudinal study in the USA took data from 
the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1979) and Children of National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth 2000. In this second study, it was found that instability 
and serial changes for young people in their family structure had behavioural effects 
such as externalising behaviour (e.g., peer problems, hyperactivity, conduct disorder, 
disobedience) and self-reported delinquency, but did not reveal adverse academic 
outcomes (Fomby & Cherlin, 2007).  
In contrast, a USA study of 265 high school seniors found that young people with 
only one parent and those with a parent who had repartnered or remarried had lower 
grade-point averages on school results and recorded poorer attendance at school than 
those in intact families (Ham, 2004). This result was corroborated in a larger scale 
analysis of data from the 1988 National Educational Longitudinal Survey data in the 
USA. Young people from both reconstituted and one-parent families were identified 
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as having lower school achievement (Jeynes, 1999). There is Australian data to 
support this evidence. The analysis of the Youth in Focus data has already been 
discussed as identifying non-intact family structures to be associated with poorer 
school and wellbeing outcomes (Mance & Yu, 2010). The study identified that 
transition to a step-family could impact, but that the effect was not necessarily due to 
the change of family form itself; rather it related to the social and economic 
difficulties faced by step-families: 
This research suggests that observed differences between young adults raised 
in intact and non-intact families are not necessarily caused by the presence 
of a step-parent or absence of a biological parent, but are predominantly 
related to individual, parental and neighbourhood factors associated with 
poor outcomes for children that are more prevalent in families who separate 
and repartner. (Mance & Yu, 2010, p. 106) 
Thus, for young people whose parents are separated or divorced, there is ample 
evidence that the changes in family structure and the dynamic nature of their families 
over time appear to have a cumulative and significant behavioural impact. In the 
current study, all of the student participants had parents who had separated at least 
four years prior to the study. The research in this section of the literature review 
indicates that it is valid to study young people whose parents separated some time 
ago, given the evidence discussed in this section of the literature review that effects 
are ongoing for some young people.  
In the third part of this sub-section, it is now argued that long-term effects are 
multifaceted – in other words that it is not simply living in a non-intact family 
leading to the effect, but a combination of a range of factors associated with the 
living arrangements and the parental separation or divorce. This sub-section will now 
consider literature about pre-existing factors, age and timing, and gender. It will then 
discuss effects that may be relevant to particular types of family structures by 
looking at influences specific to one-parent families and shared care situations. 
Finally, it will be acknowledged that there is research evidence of positive effects.  
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Pre-existing factors. 
There is evidence that pre-existing factors may impact on the way young people are 
affected by parental separation or divorce. The Canadian prospective study by 
Strochschein (2005) took data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Children 
and Youth. The study considered 2,819 young people who were living with two 
parents at the start of the study in 1994. This group was followed at two-yearly 
interviews, and data was analysed from 1994, 1996 and 1998. By 1998, there were 
167 young people in the study whose parents had divorced. The research considered 
mental health measures for young people in intact families, and families where 
parents divorced before, at the time of and after the divorce. It was found that young 
people in the study whose parents later divorced had higher rates of depression, 
anxiety and antisocial behaviour before the divorce. There was an increase in these 
effects at the time of the divorce. Young people living in highly dysfunctional 
families showed decreased antisocial behaviour after parental divorce. These results 
point to the experience and effect of parental separation or divorce for young people 
as depending on a range of factors, in this case, the family dynamics at and before 
the separation.  
Age and timing factors. 
There is evidence that young people’s age when their parents separate or divorce 
may affect the degree to which the separation or divorce impacts on their academic 
and wellbeing outcomes. This issue was raised in a USA study which drew data from 
the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) with data collected in waves in 
1998, 2000 and 2002. Data relating to 21,240 young people across the three cohorts 
was used in an event history analysis of the links between failure to complete high 
school and family structure (Song, Benin, & Glick, 2012). Analysis identified that 
young people whose parents separated or divorced during their high school years 
were at higher risk of school non-completion than young people whose parents 
separated or divorced earlier and may have repartnered later. Timing of the divorce 
in regard to schooling was also identified in a Norwegian study (Steele, Sigle-
Rushton, & Kraudel, 2009). Data analysis from the 1974 to 2003 population and 
census registers found an effect of divorce on school completion rates, with the 
effects most pronounced for young people whose parents divorced in early 
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secondary school. Later transitions were not found to have significant impact. It is 
possible that the finding of particular impact on young people when their parents 
divorced early in secondary school is related to the school transition, not merely the 
age of the young person. 
These findings were supported and extended by research in the USA, using data 
from the longitudinal Child Development Project, which tracked 356 young people 
from kindergarten to Year 10 in secondary school (Lansford, et al., 2006). The study 
measured internalising and externalising behaviours and school grades, considering 
the trajectories of these factors in time periods extending one year prior to parental 
separation, to three years after. Results suggested that early separation of parents 
(e.g., during the primary school years) was linked to internalising (e.g., fearful, 
anxious) and externalising (e.g., disobedient, violent) behaviours. Later separation 
(e.g., during the secondary schooling years) was linked more to a negative effect on 
school grades. 
Findings from these studies, considered together, suggest that young people whose 
parents separate or divorce during their years of secondary schooling are at risk of 
lower school grades, non-completion of school, or of both. The effects may be 
particularly apparent for young people whose parents separate when they are in early 
secondary school. These results lend weight to the rationale for the current study, 
which considers the ways that parental separation or divorce affect experiences at 
school, and draws on the views of young people in early secondary school. 
Gender factors. 
There is some evidence also that young people’s gender interacts with parental 
separation or divorce to affect school outcomes and wellbeing. An outline of this 
evidence was provided in Chapter 1, where it was argued that research on gender 
impacts is equivocal. Some studies measuring gender effects have not identified 
gender as impacting. For example: Australian Government (2011); Chiu (2007); 
Huurre, Aro, Rahkonen, and Komulainen (2006); and Sun and Li (2009). However, 
there are studies where gender has been identified as an impact. 
Gender differences were identified in a prospective Norwegian study, which 
considered outcomes for young people across a four-year timespan, taking data from 
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the larger Nord-Trondelag Health Study (Storksen, et al. 2005). Results on self-
report surveys for 413 adolescents whose parents had divorced and a comparison 
group of 1,758 young people in intact families found that, for girls, there was an 
effect of the parental divorce on levels of anxiety and depression, wellbeing, self 
esteem and school problems. For boys, there was an effect only on school problems. 
These results reinforce the argument in this literature review that there is an effect on 
young people of parental separation or divorce and that there may be gender 
differences in the effects.  
An association between girls whose parents have separated or divorced and 
depression was also identified in a Dutch study by Oldenhinkel, Ormel, Veenstra, De 
Winter, and Verhulst (2008). The authors considered prospective data from 2,149 
young people aged 10-15 years and their parent. They found that parental divorce 
was associated with depression in girls that accelerated during adolescence, but not 
boys. The authors concluded that “results suggest that girls with divorced parents are 
at particularly high risk to develop depressive symptoms during adolescence” (p. 
284). This gender difference was supported in a Norwegian longitudinal study by 
Undheim and Sund (2005), but not the strengthening of symptoms across 
adolescence. This study considered effects associated with parental divorce for 2,465 
young people aged 12 to 15 years at two time-periods, twelve months apart. 
Undheim and Sund found that parental divorce was associated with depression for 
girls at the first time period, but not for boys; and not associated with depression for 
girls or boys at the second time period.  
Evidence for gender effects was found in a study by McCulloch, Wiggins, Joshi, and 
Sachdev (2000). The authors considered measures of internalising and externalising 
behaviours for boys and girls and links to family structure in British and USA 
samples. Analysis of the USA sample of 886 young people aged 7 to 16 years found 
links between internalising and externalising behaviour and living in a non-intact 
family for both boys and girls. However, analysis of the British sample of 994 young 
people aged 7 to 18 years found similar links for girls, but no link for boys. 
Ham (2004) considered the school results and school attendance of 265 young 
people in the USA, comparing those living in intact familes with those living in other 
family structures. Results were significant on both school results and school 
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attendance for young people living in non-intact families. Results were significantly 
stronger for girls than for boys. This study adds further weight to the notion of 
gender impact.  
It is argued in this literature review that effects of parental separation or divorce are 
multifaceted. This notion is further apparent in a longitudinal study conducted in the 
USA, which tracked approximately 550 young people across 11 years into young 
adulthood, drawing data from three research projects in Iowa: Iowa Youth and 
Families Project; Iowa Single-Parent Project; and the Family Transitions Project 
(Ge, Natsuaki, & Conger, 2006). In this study, the incidence of depressive symptoms 
in young people whose parents had divorced was compared with that of young 
people in intact families. Effects in terms of gender, age and transition were 
identified. Young people who experienced parental divorce by age 15 years were 
more likely to have an increase in depressive symptoms during adolescence and 
early adulthood. Young women were more prone to depressive symptoms than 
young men. Further, stressful life events shortly after the divorce of parents mediated 
the effect on depressive symptoms; that is, events associated with the divorce such as 
changing residence, school, and income level of the family, and further family 
transitions were strongly linked to continuing depressive symptoms. The findings of 
this study support the notion that effects of parental separation are multifaceted, and 
that transition, age and gender are important factors.  
One-parent family factors. 
It has been argued that young people whose parents are separated or divorced are at 
risk of poorer school outcomes and wellbeing. General effects, initial effects and 
long-term effects have been identified. In this sub-section continuing to explore the 
multifaceted nature of long-term effects, factors related specifically to living in a 
one-parent family will be discussed. Sole parents being “time poor” and the gender 
of the parent heading the family will be considered. 
That young people living in one-parent families feel “time poverty” in their 
relationship with a sole-parent parent is identified in a research project from 
England, Greece and Cyprus (Walker, Crawford, & Taylor, 2008). Data were taken 
from semi-structured interviews with 40 young people aged 6-16 years in one-parent 
families, and focus groups of young people and parents in one-parent and two-parent 
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families. Young people in one-parent families indicated that it was “vitally important 
for them to spend quality time with their single parent … (but) the reality is that such 
family occasions are infrequent and sporadic” (p. 43). 
In one-parent families, parental gender has also been identified as an impact factor. 
For example, in the USA studies that have drawn data from the National 
Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS), research by Song et al. (2012), found that 
young people from mother-headed one-parent families fared better in terms of school 
completion than young people from father-headed one-parent families and 
stepfamilies. This finding was not corroborated, however, in a study on the 1992 
wave of the NELS, which considered academic achievement in maths and reading 
rather than school completion (Lee, Kusher, & Cho, 2007). It found no differences in 
the outcomes for young people in single-mother headed as distinct from single-father 
headed families, and no effect of same-gender as distinct from opposite-gender 
children. This discrepancy may reflect that the studies considered school outcomes in 
different ways, or that the research considered data from an earlier wave of the 
NELS. In short, the research on the possible effect of gender remains inconclusive. 
Shared care factors. 
The literature review now considers effects on school outcomes and wellbeing for 
young people living in shared care family arrangements. Many of the studies 
discussed, thus far, have measured effects according to the predominant family 
structure for young people – for example, intact, one-parent, step-parent or blended 
family. Across the Western World, there is an increasing trend for young people to 
move between households of their parents rather than to live predominantly in one 
household (Nielsen, 2013). This type of arrangement is commonly called “shared 
care” in Australia (Australian Government Child Support Agency, 2009).  
This trend towards increased shared care is considered to be relevant, given the 
evidence already presented that multiple or serial transitions may affect school and 
wellbeing outcomes for young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
Young people living in shared care arrangements have the potential for increased 
transitions. They may move between households of different type, and parents in 
both homes may later repartner or remarry; and there may be effects from routine 
transitions between households. The review now moves to examine the effects of 
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shared care arrangements on young people whose parents are separated or divorced, 
by considering the prevalence of these arrangements, the likelihood of continuing 
increase in these arrangements, and research regarding possible effects on school 
outcomes, wellbeing and school experiences.  
How prevalent are shared care arrangements? Earlier examination of family 
demographic trends in the literature review showed that, on average, shared care 
arrangements with young people spending 50% of their time in each household, 
occurred in 1% of the population across 36 Western countries (Bjarnason & 
Arnasson, 2012). Current data for Australia are available from the Longitudinal 
Study of Separated Parents (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2013b), where 
the care arrangements of separating parents were reported from the first wave of 
survey data (2006-2007) collected from 10,002 parents who had recently separated 
(Weston, et al., 2011). Young people who were in shared care were assumed to be 
spending 35% to 65% with one parent and the remainder with the other parent. In 
fact, 20% of the total young people aged 12 to14 years in the families surveyed lived 
in this arrangement. This was lower than those aged 5 to 11 years (26%) and higher 
than those aged 15 to 17 years (11%). Analysis of Australian Child Support Agency 
data from 2002 to 2008 indicates that, for families experiencing parental separation 
or divorce, there were increases in the applications for shared care arrangements. 
This finding of an increase in shared care arrangements is in line with similar 
increases in the United States and the United Kingdom (Smyth, 2009).  
Is this type of care arrangement for post-separation families likely to persist? There 
was a trend towards shared care arrangements in Australia from the mid-1990s. 
Between 1997 and 2003, the proportion of children with a legal parent living 
elsewhere and staying for 30% or more nights with the other natural parent doubled 
from 3% to 6% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2003). This trend towards shared 
care was accompanied by widespread intense lobbying by men’s rights groups 
desiring more contact for separated or divorced fathers with their children. This issue 
was prevalent internationally and a strong research focus emerged internationally on 
perceived issues for young people whose parents were divorced and who had low 
levels of contact with their father (e.g., Blankenhorn, 1995; Wallerstein & Lewis, 
2004). In Australia, this focus on young people who lived predominantly with their 
38 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
mothers led to a House of Representatives Standing Committee on Family and 
Community Affairs Inquiry about child-custody and care in the event of family 
separation. The report findings in the Every Picture Tells a Story report were 
released in 2005 (Family and Community Affairs Committee, 2003) and initiated 
amendments to the Family Law Act 1975 (C’Wealth) relating to shared care, passed 
in 2005 and 2006. The review was described as “resonat(ing) with broader social 
change in Australia and elsewhere: the apparent increasing involvement of separated 
fathers in their children’s lives” (Smyth, 2009, p. 39). The Family Law Act was 
further amended in 2012, and current provisions stress the principle that “children 
have a right to spend time on a regular basis with, and communicate on a regular 
basis, with … their parents” (s 60B). There is also an obligation placed on 
professionals “giving advice or assistance to people in relation to parental 
responsibility for a child following the breakdown of the relationship” regarding the 
development of a parenting plan, to inform the parents that the option of a child 
spending equal time with each of them “could be considered” as long as this is 
“reasonably practicable and in the best interests of the child” (s 63DA). Thus the 
notion of shared care arrangements is central to family law in Australia and likely to 
persist. 
What does Australian and international research about shared care indicate? Such 
research tends to rely on parents’ reports of the experience of the young people and 
tends to describe parental satisfaction with arrangements more than the effect on 
young people (Renda, 2012; Trinder, 2010). There are relatively few studies that 
consider the experiences and views of young people in shared care arrangements 
from their own perspectives. One study is a Norwegian report, which drew on data 
from the larger Families after Divorce study, where parents and young people from 
15 families were interviewed about their experiences of shared care (Haugen, 2010). 
The families were grouped into three categories; those for whom shared care was (i) 
flexible, (ii) ambiguous, and (iii) rigid. The study identified one young person living 
in rigidly adhered to shared care arrangements. This girl “found life exhausting, had 
problems in school, rarely met her friends and did not attend any leisure activities” 
(p. 118). Conversely, the young people living in arrangements where care was 
flexible, indicated more positive feelings about the living arrangements.  
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Indicators of dissatisfaction by young people with shared care arrangements were 
identified in recent Australian research conducted by McIntosh, Smythe, Kelaher, 
Wells, and Long (2011). In this study, 169 young people, mothers and fathers from 
families who had participated in mediation about their care arrangements post-
separation were interviewed on parenting patterns, across four years. This study 
found a disparity between the impressions of the young people and their parents who 
lived in shared-care arrangements. Parents were generally satisfied with 
arrangements, in particular fathers, who were the most satisfied of all parents across 
a range of types of living arrangements. The young people, however, were the least 
satisfied and the most likely to report they would like to change the arrangements. 
This applied regardless of the rigidity of arrangements. The more rigidly the 
arrangements were enforced, the more dissatisfied the young people identified 
themselves as being. These results are pertinent to the current study, as it is possible 
that the dissatisfaction young people have with their living arrangements has 
potential to affect school experiences. 
The Australian research by McIntosh et al. (2011) above also found living in shared 
care arrangements across four years was associated with greater difficulties with 
young people’s attention, concentration and task completion by the fourth year of the 
study. The young people most likely to have hyperactivity and/or inattention scores 
in the clinical range were boys in rigidly sustained care. This finding relates to the 
research findings to be discussed in Chapter 5 on young people’s externalising 
behaviours (Chung & Emery, 2010; McCulloch, Wiggins, Joshi, & Sachdev, 2000) 
and has implications for schools, which will also be discussed later in the thesis. 
Shared care was the subject of a report commissioned by the Attorney General of 
Australia after the 2006 amendments to the Family Law Act (1975) (C’Wealth) 
regarding shared care, coordinated by the Social Policy Research Centre, with the 
support of the Australian Institute of Family Studies and the Sydney Law School 
(Cashmore, et al., 2010). The findings are not entirely in line with those of McIntosh 
et al. (2011). This study drew on data from the AIFS and ABS, and an online survey 
of 136 young people aged 6-18 years, interviews with parents, and analysis of online 
email enquiries to the Sydney Law School. The study found no significant 
differences in the reported happiness of young people living in shared care 
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arrangements compared with young people whose parents had separated or divorced 
living in other types of care arrangements. The reports of the young people varied in 
the level of satisfaction they described about their living arrangements. The report 
concluded, “it is clear that children are perceived to be doing well in shared care and 
there are few difficulties associated with this arrangement. However, it does not 
work well for all parents or all children” (p. xii).  
These conclusions were supported in a comparative international study, which took 
data from the 2005/2006 Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children Study, 
involving 184,496 young people across 36 Western industrialised countries. Young 
people in intact, single mother, single father, and 50/50 shared care families were 
compared on life satisfaction (as measured by communication with parents). Results 
indicated that young people in intact families had the highest life satisfaction, but 
that young people in shared care had higher life satisfaction than those in the other 
family structures (Currie, et al., 2008). 
There does not appear to be any international or Australian research data that 
specifically considers the effects on young people of shared care in regard to school 
outcomes or of wellbeing. The available research indicates that young people are not 
necessarily disadvantaged in comparison to other young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced, but that young people are not always satisfied with this type 
of living arrangement, particularly when arrangements are adhered to rigidly. There 
is little research identifying whether going to school from two households is linked 
to differential school achievement or wellbeing, particularly for those young people 
who express dissatisfaction with such arrangements. This area is worthy of further 
research. 
The issues raised in this sub-section regarding young people living in shared care 
arrangements are particularly relevant to the current study, as three of the six 
students interviewed had lived in such arrangements for a prolonged time. The 
findings of the study in Chapter 5 raise new issues of interest with regard to shared 
care arrangements. For example, the thematic analysis identified young people in 
shared care as using positive strategies to organise themselves for school and as 
managing interpersonal issues between their parents so that they could organise to be 
ready for school. The analysis also found that movement between homes caused 
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issues with school learning that may be more complex than simply leaving materials 
behind as perhaps there is a lack of consistency and continuity of support across 
households.  
Positive impacts. 
The literature reviewed, thus far, has tended to focus on negative effects on young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced. There is, however, indication that 
the young people may experience gains in their family relationships and in their 
levels of independence. First to be considered is family relationships. For example, 
in a USA study, 58 college students whose parents had divorced were interviewed 
retrospectively about their family experiences. The participants described their 
increasing respect for and understanding of their mothers (Arditti, 1999). In another 
interview study from Norway already considered earlier in this chapter, the majority 
of the 52 participants talked of an improved relationship with the parent with whom 
they lived after the separation or divorce (Moxnes, 2003). Similarly, the young 
people interviewed in the British study by Butler et al. (2000) indicated that they 
received support from both parents, but particularly the parent with whom they lived 
most often. In the Walker et al. (2008) study already reviewed, teenagers from one-
parent families in England, Greece and Cyprus indicated that they felt they had a 
stronger bond with their sole parent than would other young people from two-parent 
families. These results were also substantiated in a quantitative USA study, which 
drew on questionnaires completed retrospectively by 566 young adults aged 18-32 
years (Riggio, 2004). The participants completed questionnaires on social support, 
anxiety, parental attachment, and parental conflict. Results indicated that the young 
adults who had come from families where parents had divorced experienced 
particularly close and satisfying relationships with their mothers in comparison to 
those from intact families.  
Second, there is evidence that young people whose parents are separated or divorced 
may become more independent and resilient, possibly because they undertake more 
household tasks and have more family responsibilities. The young people in Arditti’s 
(1999) study described an emerging sense of equality and autonomy. The young 
adults in Riggio’s (2004) study retrospectively reported significantly greater 
independence, facilitated by their parents. Follow-on effects of independence were 
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noted by Wallerstein and Lewis (2004), who found that young people whose parents 
had divorced were more likely to experience workplace success, despite leaving 
school earlier, and being less likely to complete tertiary study. It is possible to 
surmise, also, that this sense of independence may be a contributing factor to early 
school leaving.  
Thus far, Chapter 2 has discussed persistent and international trends towards family 
diversity and transition and provided evidence from a range of studies of negative 
effects on school outcomes and wellbeing for young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced. It has been argued that there are initial and long-term effects.  
Pre-existing, age, timing, gender and family structure factors have been considered. 
Research on positive effects has been discussed. The final section of this chapter will 
now consider research about schools’ responses to the patterns of diversity and 
transition arising from the separation and divorce of parents. It will be argued that 
more research is needed regarding appropriate responses for schools, given the 
evidence regarding effects on young people whose parents are separated or divorced, 
and the paucity of research about appropriate school responses (Beausang, Farrell, & 
Walsh, 2012). The current study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge about 
young people whose parents are separated or divorced in this identified gap in 
research.  
School Responses 
While there is a substantial body of research on the impact of diverse family 
structures on education-related outcomes, there is limited research on the actual 
experiences of these young people at school. It is clear there are effects, but it is 
unclear as to what is actually occurring at the school level. What is known about the 
ways in which schools respond to the issues raised? 
Current research on the intersection of family and school experiences for young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced will be reviewed now by 
considering: 
 school responses from the perspectives of young people; 
 school responses from the perspectives of parents and teachers; 
 school responses to legal issues; and 
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 43 
 school responses through provision of school intervention programs that target 
young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
School responses from the perspectives of young people. 
There is limited research on school responses to family diversity and transition from 
the perspective of young people whose parents are separated or divorced. There is, 
however, some research about impacts at school, support from teachers, attitudes 
towards school-based counselling, and ways of managing information from the 
perspectives of young people.  
What issues do young people whose parents are separated or divorced report about 
school responses? A recent USA study surveyed 365 secondary school students 
about their opinions of their parent’s divorce. The students were not asked 
specifically to comment about schools, but there was a strong response that the 
young people felt that the negative effects of their parents’ divorce had been 
underestimated (Gatins, Kinlaw, & Dunlap, 2013). Bojuwoye and Akpan (2009), 
interviewed 10 young people aged 13-15 years from one school in Durban. In semi-
structured, 20-30 minute interviews, the young people discussed family monetary 
problems and the effect of these on equipment for school and activities at school. 
Some of the students spoke with sadness of having to change schools and another 
identified having trouble concentrating on schoolwork, given all of the issues that 
were being experienced. The issue of family finances was also raised by many young 
people from one-parent families in the Walker et al. (2008) study, who indicated that 
family financial constraints led them to sometimes feel uncomfortable at school, as 
they could not participate in some events or perhaps wear the type of clothing other 
students did. 
Do young people whose parents are separated or divorced feel supported at school? 
This issue was explored in an Irish study by Hogan, Halpenny, and Greene, (2002). 
Sixty young people aged 8-17 years whose parents had separated within the previous 
five years were interviewed. Participants had mixed views on the value of school as 
a support. From the 30 older participants (aged 13-17 years), only one young person 
perceived the school as “helping a lot” (p. 84). Forty percent of this group indicated 
that school helped “a little” (p. 84), because friends there provided support, it was a 
source of distraction from their problems, or because they received help from a 
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counsellor or an external program that was delivered at the school. Researchers in a 
study by Butler et al. (2002), already discussed, interviewed 7-17 year old students 
on a range of issues relating to the divorce of their parents. The young people were 
asked about the support available from their teachers. Their responses were 
ambivalent: some found individual teachers helpful and most were glad that teachers 
knew of their circumstances, not necessarily because they wanted support, but rather 
so that teachers would understand if their behaviour was inconsistent. The young 
people found that adults who were encouraging and neutral in their stance were most 
helpful. One of the few Australian studies to consider this issue from the perspective 
of young people was conducted as part of the Children and Families in Transition 
Project. This South Australian study by Bagshaw (2007) included a voluntary, 
anonymous phone-in, with 19 young people aged from eight years to young adult 
participating in 30-60 minute telephone interviews. The young people commented 
that teachers were sometimes helpful and counsellors were generally supportive. 
Half of the young people indicated that improved access to counsellors would be 
helpful. 
The positive role of school-based counselling services was identified in the Scottish 
interview study already identified earlier in this chapter (Highet & Jamieson, 2007). 
The study found that schools were the most common place where the young people 
accessed formal support; and this support was found to be helpful. However, the 
students expressed concern about confidentiality and a hesitation to access school 
counsellors for fear of stigmatisation. It was recommended that confidential, school-
based counselling services be considered a very important aspect of support for these 
young people. 
Active management strategies at school by young people whose parents were 
separated or divorced were identified in a USA qualitative study by Menning (2008). 
Fifty young people aged 13-17 years, whose parents were separated or divorced, 
participated in in-depth ethnographic interviews on the ways they managed the 
negative aspects of their relationships with their parents. The study found that the 
young people were not passive in their relationships or their reactions to the 
separation or divorce of their parents, but used a variety of management strategies 
that shaped and were shaped by their household structure and family relationships. 
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Strategies of information control and changing residence, for example, were used so 
that the young people could sometimes choose which parent may gain information 
from schools and teachers, and be a part of decision-making related to school 
processes and career decisions. Young people could sometimes also choose to live 
with a parent allowing certain behaviours or study habits. This type of information 
has clear implications for pastoral care and career development programs. 
In summary, there is limited research evidence of school responses from the 
perspective of young people whose parents are separated or divorced. However, 
when this research is considered, the young people note mixed views on support at 
school, difficulties arising from changed family finances and (perhaps) moving 
schools. Young people also identified their hesitancy in accessing counselling 
services at school, due to concerns about confidentiality and stigmatisation. There is 
a suggestion that young people are active in managing the flow of information from 
schools to parents. Research on parent and teacher perceptions of school responses to 
family diversity and transition provides further insight into the intersection of school 
and family experiences. 
School responses from the perspectives of parents and teachers. 
The limited research available which draws on the perspectives of school staff and 
parents about appropriate responses of schools to parental separation or divorce, 
raises issues of communication, teacher training, and policy development. There are 
two Australian studies of the views of parents with regular care of their children (i.e., 
35% or less of the time). First, the views of parents with regular care of their children 
were surveyed in a 2003 study where 221 parents, predominantly from Western 
Australia, were surveyed on their school involvement (Baker & Bishop, 2003). 
Results indicated the parents desired more opportunities for school involvement, in 
particular increased contact with children’s class teachers and increased 
communication from the school, including school reports and notices of upcoming 
school events. These themes were reinforced in a second Australian study, which 
drew online survey data from 50 teaching staff and 50 parents with regular care, as 
part of a Monash University study (Brown, Lundgren, Stevene, & Boadle, 2010). 
Parents indicated they had difficulties communicating with teachers and the school, 
and did not know how to resolve the issues. Sixty-four percent of parents felt 
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marginalised by the school. These accounts from parents are interesting in light of 
the comments of some students from the interview study by Menning (2008), which 
indicated that sometimes young people are agents in controlling information from 
schools to a particular parent. The research appears to suggest that these 
communication issues may require more complex responses than simply changing 
communication protocols between parents and schools.  
In terms of research from the perspective of teachers, survey data from teachers in 
the Brown et al. (2010) study indicated that the majority of teachers worked in 
schools where there was no policy direction or training to support them in dealing 
with parental separation or divorce. Approximately half of these teachers indicated 
they sometimes had difficulty in managing issues coming from parents who were 
separated or divorced, for example receiving conflicting advice from parents. 
Teachers felt that parents needed to be more proactive in communicating difficulties 
with teachers. Mahony (2013) considered the issue from a different perspective 
again, looking at the pedagogical practices of Australian early childhood teachers in 
dealing with young children whose parents had separated or divorced. Twenty-one 
teachers participated in semi-structured interviews and a further five in a focus 
group. These teachers provided evidence that early childhood teachers supported the 
emotional, behavioural and academic aspects of the school experiences of the 
children. They constructed partnerships with parents, other school personnel and 
community members. However, the teachers usually found out about family issues 
incidentally, not directly via parents or from enrolment data. Mahony recommended 
that schools develop consistent policies with procedures for best dealing with 
separated and divorced families. She identified that the teachers in the study were 
generally well informed about issues of separation and divorce, but that this 
knowledge was informal and individual. None of the teachers in the study had 
received any professional development in the area and this was recommended also. 
This Australian research highlights that teachers are not always well informed about 
the family situation of their students and may work with families in the absence of 
school policy or training regarding communication with parents who are separated or 
divorced. Parents with regular care of their children may not always be in good 
communication with the school. These themes were reinforced in research by 
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Colpin, Vandemeulebroecke, and Ghesquiere (2004), in Belgium, who conducted 
interviews with 40 parents from one-parent or step-families from 15 schools. The 
parents identified ways in which they would like school personnel to respond to 
issues arising in their families; an attitude of respect for their different family 
situation, flexibility in handling the diversity of family situations, and an integrated 
school policy, which clarified communication for all parents.  
Research from the USA considered the role of school counsellors in working with 
families. In a phenomenological study by Cottongim (2002), 20 parents, teachers and 
school counsellors were interviewed. The three groups of participants all agreed that 
families sometimes required intervention. Parents felt that school staff should be kept 
informed of family changes and that school counsellors were trained to assist. 
Teachers identified that they offered support to students in a range of limited ways, 
and saw school counsellors as a valuable resource to assist the teachers, and for 
student referral. School counsellors felt that supporting the students was their 
responsibility, but had not always had specific formal training in this area. Thus in 
this study, the notion that school staff needed to be informed about changes in family 
structure was reinforced, but communication was not raised as a problem. The 
teachers appeared to be better informed about family matters than those in the 
Australian studies, but saw themselves and were seen by parents as having a limited 
role in supporting students. Training was again raised as an issue, but in relation to 
school counsellors who were seen as best placed to assist young people.  
The Monash researchers (Brown, et al., 2010) provided an example of a proactive 
approach by a school that addressed issues of communication and policy. One senior 
teaching respondent identified a particular school that provided staff education and 
parent orientation programs regarding parental separation and divorce, a school 
policy to define communication protocols, and counselling services for students 
whose parents were separated or divorced. Research is very limited regarding 
appropriate responses for schools, but perhaps these are strategies which could be 
adopted. This study also identified a group of participants that was satisfied with 
support received from schools – those parents with regular care who were also 
teachers. These parents did not have communication difficulties with their son or 
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daughter’s school. The fact that communication can work well for this group is 
positive. The challenge for schools is perhaps ensuring that all parents feel this way. 
In summary, issues of communication and the need for policy development at school 
level are central themes in research about the perspectives of parents and teachers. 
Given the focus in the comments about a need for better communication between 
schools and separated or divorced parents, it is relevant to consider the legal 
obligations of schools in this regard. It is possible that communication difficulties are 
at least partly a result of the difficulty schools may have in communicating across 
dual families and a lack of understanding by schools of their legal obligations.  
School responses to legal issues 
There are numerous family law issues that impact on schools. These issues were 
analysed in light of the legal obligations of schools in a comprehensive review article 
by Queensland law lecturers and family law specialists (Cooper, Perkins, & Couper, 
2012). I draw on this report to summarise the legal issues most pertinent to 
Australian schools. My review considers the types of communication and decision-
making necessary between parents and schools, the legal obligations that arise in the 
course of this communication. It also considers the difficulties of a lack of 
understanding by schools and parents of the legal rights and responsibilities of both 
parties. This could lead to the types of difficulties identified by parents and teachers 
in the previous section, such as parents who do not have primary care of their 
children feeling they do not have adequate communication with schools. These 
issues may also affect the young people. 
It is generally accepted that schools have a responsibility to communicate with 
parents. This communication is typically via formal reports at periodic intervals, 
formal letters and parent nights, parent-teacher interviews and informal discussion, 
emails and letters between parents and teachers or other school personnel. There are 
also situations that arise regularly where parents are asked by schools to give 
permission for their children in regard to various issues. For example, parents give 
permission for student participation in excursions and school events and for subject 
choices in the secondary school. When parents are separated or divorced, schools are 
legally obligated to communicate with and to provide the opportunity for decision-
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 49 
making with all parents and guardians who have legal parental responsibility for 
their son, daughter or ward.  
What are the legal responsibilities of Australian schools in terms of communication 
with parents and parent decision-making? Under s61B of the Family Law Act (1975) 
(C’wealth), parental responsibility is defined as “all actions, powers, responsibilities 
and authority which, by law, that parents have in relation to their children”. Under 
amendments to the Family Law Act introduced in 2006, and the development of 
subsequent case law, the notion of parental responsibility for school-related matters 
has come to be considered in two ways.  
First, there are issues relating to day-to-day decision making. In terms of school 
issues, a parent with responsibility in this area would manage things such as getting 
students to school, notes for absence, notes and payment for attendance at extra-
curricular activities. Second, there are issues relating to longer-term decision 
making, including choice of school, choice of subjects and pathways at school, and 
the name young people would be using at school (Cooper, et al., 2012). Under s61C 
of the Family Law Act (1975) (C’wealth), if there were no Court Orders about 
parental responsibility, both parents would assume these responsibilities, in issues of 
day-to-day and long-term decision making. When there are no orders, schools are 
legally obliged to provide information to both parents about school events, student 
achievement and report cards. If there are Court Orders relating to parental 
responsibility, then schools are obliged to uphold the provisions in them. For 
example, Court Orders may indicate that a young person lives solely with one parent, 
and may order the restriction of information to one parent or may require one parent 
to authorise that information or actions are shared with the other parent. This 
restriction may apply, for example, to receiving copies of report cards or picking up 
a student from school (Cooper, et al., 2012). 
These legal obligations stemmed from legal amendments made to the Family Law 
Act (1975) (C’wealth) in 2006 that brought changes to the ways in which schools 
interacted with parents. Prior to these amendments, it was the usual pattern for young 
people whose parents were separated or divorced to live predominantly with one 
parent, who had the legal responsibility for their day-to-day decision making, and for 
both parents to have legal responsibility for longer-term decision making. As family 
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structures have become more diverse, legal requirements have changed. So too, 
schools have been prompted to change their approaches so that they are able to deal 
with more than one parent, and perhaps more than one family, for a significant 
proportion of their students. Not surprisingly, difficulties have arisen for schools in 
these matters including: 
 one parent may deliberately attempt to thwart the other parent from spending 
time with the children by misinforming the school about living arrangements so 
that the parent does not receive appropriate communication from the school 
(Cooper, et al, 2012); 
 one parent may provide information to the school designed to limit school 
communication with the other parent, but the document provided to the school is 
not an official sealed Court Order document (Cooper, et al, 2012); 
 a parent may call at school unexpectedly to pick up a student when that parent is 
not usually the parent the student lives with (Cooper, et al., 2012); 
 a parent may request a student address, for example when the student is not 
living with or visiting this parent, or perhaps where Child Protection or 
Protection Orders are involved (Education Queensland South East Region, 
2012); 
 regarding enrolment, both parents may not be in agreement about the school that 
the young person will attend. The Family Law Act makes it clear that this is a 
decision for both parents to make jointly, unless there is a Consent Order to the 
contrary, but in practice there are also contractual obligations. For example, it is 
essential that private school administrators ensure that both parents sign the 
enrolment contract, otherwise a dispute may arise later if a parent who was not a 
signatory to the contract refuses to pay school fees or wishes to withdraw the 
student from the school (Lynch, 2012); 
 one parent may complain that the other parent should not do volunteer work at 
the school (Education Queensland South East Region, 2012);  
 in a shared care arrangement, parents may refuse to allow the student to obtain 
school equipment, homework or assignment material outside their “rostered” 
times for staying with that parent (Cooper, et al., 2012); and 
 parents may communicate with students during school hours to discuss matters 
of family law dispute (Education Queensland South East Region, 2012) or due to 
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difficulties they may have in communicating with their son or daughter out of 
school hours (Smyth, 2009). 
These issues have been raised by parents as creating communication difficulties with 
schools. These matters can escalate to legal action, as in a very recent dispute 
between Mr Rowe and Emanuel College about permission to enrol, requests for 
payment for extra reports, and defamation action (Rowe v Emmanuel College, FCA 
939, 2013; Rowe v Emmanuel College, QCAT 359, 2013).  
It is also possible that these issues are part of a pattern of family conflict that may 
affect the wellbeing of young people. The research in the area of parent perceptions 
and the wellbeing of young people may well partially reflect the difficulties faced by 
schools in managing these legal issues. There is very little research that identifies the 
extent to which these issues have to be managed in schools by teachers and 
administrative staff or the degree to which they affect students. There is a clear need 
for research in this area and for schools to develop appropriate policies and 
procedures to support young people and their parents.  
School responses by providing intervention programs. 
The research considered, thus far, concerning school responses to parental separation 
or divorce has identified communication of family issues, the need for school policy 
development, and possible support from teachers and school counsellors. In a 2006 
research study on provision of services for families who had separated (Bagshaw, 
Quinn, & Schmidt, 2006), the literature review identified that schools had potential 
as a site for intervention in regard to providing support for young people and that 
school counsellors should be provided with education and training, given their role 
in supporting the young people. The review also identified that there were a small 
number of programs implemented by schools providing intervention on parental 
separation and divorce. What programs do exist in this area? 
The Seasons for Growth program, developed in Australia in 1996 through the 
MacKillop Foundation, is an education program for young people who have 
experienced the loss of a parent or significant other through separation, divorce, or 
death. The program has been delivered to over 150,000 young people via over 3,000 
schools and community agencies throughout Australia, New Zealand and Britain 
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(Good Grief, 2013). A 2006 evaluation of the program found that the students in the 
study perceived the program to be helpful, with the girls giving the most positive 
feedback. The mixed-methods evaluation study took responses from adolescents 
aged 12-18 years, who came from eight secondary schools in Australia (Frydenberg, 
Muller, & Ivens, 2006). A further analysis was conducted by Southern Cross 
University, where 334 young people aged 6-16 years and their parents from 
Australia, New Zealand and Scotland were surveyed (Newell & Moss, 2011). 
Responses were very favourable, with 69% of young people indicating a high level 
of satisfaction of the program and only 3% indicating it was of limited help. The 
reviewers concluded that the program had the potential to provide support for young 
people whose parents had separated, divorced, or died. The program was not being 
widely implemented in secondary schools; however, it was recommended that the 
program could have valuable outcomes for secondary school students. 
A similar British project offered a school-based intervention to students dealing with 
the separation of their parents (Wilson, Edwards, Allen, & Dasgupta, 2003). In an 
evaluation study of the program, young people aged 5-11 years who had experienced 
the separation of their parents were randomly assigned to either an individual or 
small group counselling intervention. Children, parents, counsellors and school 
personnel were largely positive about the intervention. Most observed improvements 
in the young people’s sense of self, mood, and behaviour. There were some parents 
who noticed negative effects and some young people who stated that they found 
some aspects of the intervention unhelpful. Nonetheless, this still is a pertinent study 
from the point of view of considering appropriate ways for schools to work with 
young people experiencing family transition.  
There is also a school-based, long-standing intervention program, which was 
developed in the USA, under the banner of the Children of Divorce Intervention 
Program (CODIP) (Children's Institute, 2009). This program was developed in 1982 
and used small group strategies by trained facilitators to encourage young people to 
share experiences and develop coping skills. It has been delivered in schools in the 
USA, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia. This program was evaluated in 1985, 
using an experimental control design. Seventy-five participants were involved, with 
the group who had completed the program being assessed as having fewer learning 
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problems or anxious feelings and an increased competency to solve personal 
problems than the participants in the control group (Pedro-Carroll & Cowen, 1985).  
These three school-based intervention programs were accessed by only a small 
proportion of young people across an international context, but the evaluations 
indicate the potential for this type of intervention to be part of an effective school 
response to the issues affecting young people whose parents are separated or 
divorced. A review of the effectiveness of these types of interventions by Rose 
(2009) supported this conclusion, and also identified that, while short-term benefits 
had certainly been established from these types of programs, research was needed to 
identify whether effects were long lasting. The strong potential for these evidence-
based programs as part of a systematic outreach to families to support resiliency in 
young people whose parents are separated was also stressed in a review by Pedro-
Carroll (2005). 
The school-based interventions identified thus far were delivered by specialist 
trained staff from agencies external to the school, but using school facilities, and 
were certainly not widespread. There are also pastoral care programs in schools that 
support students in managing issues of concern to them. These programs should also 
be considered when discussing the ways that young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced are supported in schools. 
In a comprehensive Australian review of pastoral care, pastoral care was described 
as “an inclusive function, integrated into the curriculum and structural organisation 
of the school so that the students’ personal, social and academic needs are met” 
(Hearn, Campbell-Pope, House, & Cross, 2006, p. 9). In a policy statement on 
pastoral care in Catholic schools, pastoral programs were described as “networks of 
care”, providing “specific and planned means of helping students to value 
themselves and experience wellbeing” (Catholic Education Office, 2007, p. 7). This 
policy statement specifically mentioned the need for school staff and pastoral care 
programs to “promote, respect and provide support for diverse family structures” (p. 
6). Support for such an approach can be found in the Queensland Government’s 
Learning and Wellbeing Framework, which provides for the embedding of personal 
and social capabilities within the general curriculum (Department of Education, 
Training and Employment, 2013). These pastoral care programs are designed to 
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provide a framework for young people to develop resilience and school 
connectedness and thus may be beneficial to young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced. 
There are a range of concepts that underpin current Australian philosophy on best-
practice in pastoral care, including resilience and school connectedness (Hearn et al., 
2006). A number of frameworks were discussed in the review by Hearn et al., 
including the Gatehouse Project, which originated in Victoria and stresses the 
promotion of adolescent wellbeing, the prevention of adverse outcomes, school 
connectedness and the strengthening of students’ skills in dealing with the challenges 
of their lives. It can be assumed that programs of this type would provide support for 
young people managing issues and impacts arising from the separation or divorce of 
their parents. In evaluating the effectiveness of this program, reviewers commented 
that “broader focus on students’ connectedness and school climate may be equally if 
not more effective in addressing health and problem behaviours than specific, single 
issue focused education packages” (Bond, et al., 2004).  
Another example of a pastoral program which would provide support for young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced is Mindmatters, a mental health 
promotion resource developed for Australian schools (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2010). This resource includes a module specifically about dealing with grief and loss 
which is especially relevant. The program stresses the use of a whole school 
approach to mental health, which enhances the development of a school environment 
where young people feel safe, valued and purposeful. Again, this type of program 
could be of value to young people who are dealing with family change, but there is 
no evaluation of pastoral care programs in this type of context. It is important, 
though, to acknowledge that, while most schools do not have specific intervention 
programs for young people whose parents are separated or divorced, they are 
delivering pastoral care programs which may serve to develop resiliency and coping 
skills; and that these programs are usually supported by access to individual 
assistance via school counsellors. 
In summary, there is evidence that schools provide general programs of pastoral care 
that may serve to support young people whose parents are separated or divorced and 
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there are a small number of targeted intervention programs which are not delivered 
by school staff; however, the uptake and use of such programs is limited. 
Conclusion 
The literature reviewed in this chapter provides a rationale and justification for the 
study. There is clear evidence that young people whose parents are separated or 
divorced live in diverse family structures and may transition between family forms 
and households. These patterns of diversity seem likely to continue in Australia and 
internationally. As a result of the transitions and household constellations that 
characterise their family lives, these young people have particular experiences and 
challenges at school in comparison to young people in intact families. There is 
evidence from large-scale longitudinal research both in Australia and internationally 
that these experiences affect the school outcomes and wellbeing of young people in 
comparison to those who live in intact families. The evidence is strong enough for 
these young people to be considered at socioeconomic and educational disadvantage 
on an Australian and international level. 
The literature review has noted that effects on young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced are ongoing, complex and multifaceted. There is an initial 
effect on young people emotionally when parents separate or divorce, but young 
people are active in managing this transition to new family form or forms. Multiple 
changes at this time can lead to stronger impacts; as may the serial transitions across 
time as parents may repartner or remarry. The effects are complex, and may 
interrelate with pre-existing factors, age, timing and gender and family structure 
effects. For example, young people whose parents’ first separate when they are in 
early secondary school may be at particular risk, and girls at this stage may be at 
increased risk of depression. Impact may be linked to particular circumstances in 
one-parent families or shared care. There may also be positive effects in terms of 
family relationships and a strong sense of independence in young people. The 
current study that gathered data from girls in early secondary school who were living 
in one-parent and shared care arrangements is particularly pertinent, given these 
trends in the research literature.  
There is, however, little research on what is happening in schools in light of this 
identified disadvantage. There is scant research about how teachers and schools 
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might respond to the challenges identified for young people living in one-parent 
families whose single parent may lack economic and time resources to support them; 
nor to difficulties of young people moving between households in shared care 
arrangements. There is evidence of concern by parents that communication between 
schools and parents who are separated or divorced is not always adequate and that 
teachers may struggle to manage their legal responsibilities in this area, given also a 
lack of training or policy direction. There is no evidence of widespread intervention 
programs or targeted pastoral programs in schools to deal with these issues. 
The study has sought to bridge this identified research gap by focusing on the school 
experiences of young people whose parents are separated or divorced. It is clear that 
family transition and diversity affects school outcomes in multi-dimensional ways. 
What is unclear is how schools should respond or what is actually occurring at 
school level. Chapter 3 will outline the study’s conceptual framework used to 
address research questions relating to the experiences of students and the 
implications for schools.  
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 Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework 
Introduction 
The literature reviewed in the previous chapter identified a need for research about 
the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced. As a teacher, 
scholar and parent, I bring assumptions to research that have come to inform the 
study. Acknowledging these assumptions, Chapter 3 now presents the conceptual 
framework used in the design and conduct of the study. The chapter has three main 
sections. First is a discussion of the alignment between epistemology, the purpose of 
the study, research questions and research design. Second is critical analysis of the 
ways in which young people have been viewed historically in social, legal and 
research contexts, and, emerging from this, a justification for childhood studies and 
children’s rights areas to frame the study. Third is a rationale for the use of semi-
structured interview as a data collection method and consideration of authenticity, 
power and sensitivity to diversity. 
Epistemological Foundation of the Study 
With respect to qualitative research, Willig (2013) argues that a study should be 
“informed by a research question, which is itself based on some assumptions” about 
the world and about people (ontology) and about the nature of knowledge itself 
(epistemology) (p. 48). She argues that a researcher’s ontological and 
epistemological assumptions should align with the methods of data collection and 
analysis. That is, the philosophical foundations of the study should be congruent 
with its practical aspects. Following this principle, the research process can be 
viewed as a series of decision junctures in which the researcher has the opportunity 
to assess and align epistemologies, purpose statement, research questions and 
sampling strategies (Koro-Ljungberg, Yendol-Hoppey, Smith, & Hayes, 2009). To 
achieve this alignment of ontological and epistemological assumptions and research 
design, Willig (2003) argues that reflexivity is an integral part of research design. 
Reflexivity is a process whereby researchers reflect on their own standpoint in 
relation to the phenomenon being studied. Willig considers two types of reflexivity. 
First, is personal reflexivity which involves reflecting on the values, background and 
experiences which a researcher brings to the study. Second is epistemological 
reflexivity which requires researchers to consider how the research question has 
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shaped the boundaries of the study and how this influences, enhances, or limits what 
can be researched and not researched in the study.  
In this first section of the conceptual framework, I now reflect on the personal and 
epistemological views I bring to the study as part of a reflexive process. I identify 
how these views and experiences have led me towards a particular epistemological 
approach, and the ways in which this approach has influenced development of the 
research question and research design. Table 2 below identifies four key decision 
junctures in the study’s design phase, and details the decisions made based on 
preferred epistemological approaches and alignment of study features with these 
approaches.  
 
Table 2: Study decision junctures and decision outcomes 
Decision Juncture Decision Outcomes 
Topic/Purpose Investigating the school experiences of girls whose 
parents are separated or divorced  
Epistemology Constructivism (personal) – viewing learning as actively 
constructed by individuals as they have social 
experiences and assimilate new ideas  
Research questions What are the school experiences of girls whose parents 
are separated or divorced? 
What are the implications for practice in schools? 
Sampling strategy/ 
research design 
Interviews with girls, aligning a personal constructivism 
approach with the research questions  
Focus for the research is the data from young people, in 
line with current research on ways of studying young 
people in the areas of childhood studies and children’s 
rights 
 
First, the topic of the research is the school experiences of girls whose parents are 
separated or divorced. The study is designed to answer two research questions: 
1. What are the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or 
divorced? 
2. What are the implications for practice in schools? 
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Guiding the topic selection and research questions were epistemological approaches 
informed by my own background, values, and experiences. These values and 
experiences are moulded by my professional and personal roles as a teacher, advisor, 
school manager, assessment and curriculum specialist, and mother in a one-parent 
family. In my teaching, advising and curriculum management roles in the past thirty 
years, I have been acutely aware of the differing social and cultural experiences 
which young people bring to schools and classrooms. For example, I have worked 
with young people who are refugees and international students negotiating different 
learning and cultural environments. I have supported students who are at risk of 
disengagement from schooling for many different reasons. I have assisted students 
with learning difficulties, students in situations of socio-economic disadvantage, and 
those whose family transitions disrupt their learning, to achieve positive school 
outcomes. 
In my classroom teaching I differentiate learning activities to allow students to 
construct different realities within the context of a unit of study, collaborate with 
students about classroom procedures and expectations, and negotiate content and 
assessment within the framework of state and national curricular. I aspire to know 
students as individuals with differing experiences, values and expectations and I 
work to connect with families and the broader community as an administrator, 
advisor and teacher. My classroom, counselling, and management practices are 
focused around principles of dignity and respect for the young people I work with 
(and their families and broader community contexts). I value the idea that 
communication, assessment and classroom interaction involve two-way processes 
where young people play a role in the development of classroom and assessment 
procedures. In all of these practices there is an underlying compassion for young 
people, strengthened by my experiences as a mother, in particular as a sole-parent. I 
understand that young people whose parents are separated or divorced live in a wide 
range of family types and have assisted young people managing a variety of family 
issues in my school. I have nurtured my own sons through their experiences in one-
parent and step-parent families, and I have helped them to negotiate their own school 
experiences. 
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What epistemological view(s) did I bring to the first decision juncture in this study? 
As is clear from the discussion above, I began with an interest in considering the 
school experiences of girls whose parents were separated or divorced. If I held a 
positivist view of the way people acquire knowledge, I might see the world as 
knowable, with a “truth” to be uncovered regarding the experiences of young people 
(Ponterotto, 2005). Taking this view, I may have designed a study to measure and 
define the truth. I may, for example, have surveyed girls whose parents were 
separated or divorced to confirm certain truths about their lives in an objective 
manner. While such research is necessary and justifiable, data generated from this 
view is likely to be selective and partial rather than objective and complete (Willig, 
2013), as is all research (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). In this study, such a method would 
not have been congruent with my professional and personal approach in being drawn 
to the notion of experience as subjective and co-created.  
My preferred epistemological approach to research is a constructivist view of 
learning, that is, as human beings we “don’t find knowledge, we construct it” 
(Ultanir, 2012, p. 197). Within this view of learning, the acquisition of knowledge is 
a process of active interaction, not of passive recipience. This view is fundamentally 
a pedagogical stance, which holds that young people become knowledgeable and 
assign meaning to their experiences by negotiating meaning with others. As noted 
above, in my classroom interactions with students, I work with them to pose and 
solve problems and create new meanings from their learning. 
The term constructivism is used in many disciplines and in different contexts, and 
there are different forms of constructivism (e.g., Cottone, 2997; Geelan, 1997; 
Holstein & Gubrium, 2007; Sjoberg, 2007; Ultanir, 2012). In the process of 
designing and implementing this study, I adopted and explored three of Geelan’s 
(1997) forms of constructivism: personal constructivism; social constructivism; and 
social constructionism. In this discussion, I will identify how each of these 
epistemologies could have been appropriately applied to the study. I will then justify 
the use of a personal constructivist approach as a basis for the research design. 
Geelan (1997) identified personal constructivism as emphasising the idea that 
“individuals construct knowledge for themselves” (p. 17). One of the leading 
theorists in this area, Piaget (1968), was an interdisciplinary scholar whose interests 
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in science, philosophy, psychology, and sociology led him to ponder the nature of 
knowledge. He wrote that young people’s learning and development were not 
entirely due to innate ability, nor were they due to their experiences with the world 
around them, but rather a combination of factors in a process of adaption and 
assimilation of learnings that were “constructed” as they moved through stages of 
development (Piaget,1968; Sjoberg, 2007). From this epistemological standpoint, a 
study that investigates the school experiences of girls whose parents were separated 
or divorced would perhaps focus on individual accounts from girls as they described 
their experiences, perspectives and the processes used to assign meaning to these 
experiences (Koro-Ljungberg, et al., 2009). 
In contrast, Geelan (1997) identified social constructivism as placing more emphasis 
on the way young people interact with others in the learning process, and the cultural 
context of this interaction. This worldview was developed by the theorist, Vygotsky. 
Whereas Piaget theorised that young people grew and developed through a series of 
stages, Vygotsky theorised that development and learning progressed as young 
people interacted in different social contexts (Vygotsky & Rieber, 1999). Thus while 
both theorists understood that young people constructed knowledge through 
interaction, Vygotsky focused on construction in the social realm. Had I framed this 
present study from this epistemological standpoint, I might have, perhaps, focused 
on the dynamics of the relationships between the young people and their teachers 
and/or peers at school and on the influence of different school contexts. 
The third of Geelan’s (1997) constructivism approaches is that of social 
constructionism. Social constructionists see knowledge as being constructed within 
societies. Rather than considering interactions as central, they study the way that 
people construct versions of reality through their use of language (Willig, 2013). 
Constructionists identify dialogue as the most appropriate way to understand 
knowledge and language (Geelan, 1997). If this epistemological standpoint had been 
adopted for the present study, I may have investigated the school experiences of 
young people whose parents were separated or divorced by focusing on narrative or 
interview data from young people. I could then have used dialogue analysis to 
consider the various realities constructed by the young people at the intersection of 
their family and school social relationships. 
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In terms of decision making for this study, the research questions could have been 
formulated from any of these three epistemological standpoints: personal 
constructivism; social constructivism; or social constructionism. At this decision 
juncture, each perspective was assessed as part of the reflexive decision making 
process. Personal constructivism, however, is the perspective that emerged as most 
in line with my professional practices in teaching, school management and student 
advising, as it locates knowledge within individuals, as they interact with others 
forming experiences in which they learn and develop (Geelan, 1997; Koro-Ljungerg, 
et al., 2009; Piaget, 1968; Sjoberg, 2007). To reiterate, as a teacher, school manager 
and student advisor working with young people, my interactions are largely with 
individual students. I work with students in individual interviews, or small group 
training or coaching, and support them to strengthen academic results and to set life 
goals. In the classroom with larger groups, I differentiate experiences so that each 
student in the whole group has specific learning experiences, tailored to individual 
need. This specific focus on the individual positions me within a personal rather than 
a social constructivist perspective. Social constructionism was not initially preferred 
as a research approach owing to its focus on language as the vehicle to learning. This 
approach was not thought to align as well to my professional practice as did personal 
constructivism with its focus on the individual and her/his interaction with others, so 
was not a strong consideration at the time of framing the research design. However, 
as the study unfolded and the data was thematically analysed, I became more aware 
of the importance of examining the words used by participants to gain insights into 
their individual experiences. Thus as the study progressed, there was some 
movement in my theoretical orientation from a personal constructivist view towards 
a perspective also encompassing a social constructionism view.  
Having clarified and made decisions about the epistemological foundations for the 
study, the next decision juncture was about the way data would be collected and the 
research designed (see Table 2). Consistent with a personal constructivist 
framework, I would collect data in a way that enabled me to gain understandings 
from individuals about young people’s school experiences. At this decision juncture, 
I considered the ways in which girls have been researched across time in legal and 
social contexts. In the following section of this chapter, I review ideas from the 
childhood studies and children’s rights movements to explain the process of 
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designing this research as a case study drawing data from interviews with girls about 
their school experiences. 
Historical Views of Young People 
The ways in which young people are viewed and socially constructed differ 
according to time and place. Gender, race, social class, faith, labour dynamics, 
politics, and education all shape the way in which young people experience life. 
Australian academics writing about the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child 1989 (UNCRC) and legal treatment of children by judges have nominated 
three overlapping historical eras in the construction of the concept of childhood that 
have shaped the way young people have been viewed: (i) an era of paternal 
possession in which childhood was not identified as a separate developmental 
category; (ii) an era in which a welfare model was dominant and the protection of 
young people paramount; and (iii) the contemporary era, which has been described 
as moving towards a children’s rights model (Hodgson, 2009; Tobin, 2009). These 
eras are depicted sequentially in Table 3 below.  
In the following sections of this chapter, historical changes across these three periods 
will be discussed, with a view to positioning the study within a children’s rights 
framework (Thomas, 2011; Tobin, 2009). The field of children’s rights emerged 
from and developed alongside the field of research known as childhood studies 
(Morrow, 2011; Tisdall & Punch, 2012). Academic work in these areas draws the 
three theoretical threads of this study together: social and historical constructions of 
young people; legal and political reforms; and research methodologies appropriate 
for studying young people and their experiences at school.  
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Table 3: Views of young people across three eras in social, legal and research contexts 
Contexts Time Era Focus  
 Medieval 
society 






Late 1800s to 
mid 1900s 







Late 1900s to 
early 2000s 















Era of paternal possession. 
The idea of children as being different to and distinct from adults is relatively new. 
For centuries up until the later 19th century, legal systems in the Western World 
relied on the patria potestas doctrine. This phrase, translated from the Latin, means 
paternal power or authority. Young people were commonly regarded as “human 
chattels, economic assets or property of parents (predominantly the father)” 
(Hodgson, 2009, p. 1). In medieval society, young people were viewed as “miniature 
adults”. Once they had progressed past the dependency and vulnerability of infancy, 
were expected to contribute to the family and community, and participate in an adult-
like way. They were seen as differing from adults only in physical size and 
intellectual maturity (Humphries, 1985). The French historian Phillipe Aries, whose 
work was translated into English in 1962, is often identified as the starting point for 
the study of childhood in history (Lowe, 2009). Aries made the following comment 
about children in this era in his social analysis of children, “in medieval society the 
idea of childhood did not exist: this is not to suggest that children were neglected, 
forsaken or despised” (Aries, 1996, p. 125). This landmark comment implied that the 
notion of childhood was socially constructed and had different meanings in different 
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indicates--in many developing countries today young people continue to work 
alongside their families as part of an “adult” workforce.  
As common law developed in the 19th century and parents came to be responsible for 
the care and nurturing of their children, the assumption of paternal possession 
became tempered with the doctrine of parens patrie--father or power of the country. 
This doctrine saw the King or Crown having the power to protect young people and 
the beginnings of the emergence of childhood as a separate stage of life (Hodgson, 
2009). Logically, if young people were to be treated in a special way under the law, 
they could be seen as part of a distinct and defined group. 
Era of the welfare approach. 
The idea that children were vulnerable and in need of protection gradually became 
more entrenched in legal, social, and cultural attitudes towards young people. This 
occurred towards the end of the industrial revolution period in the late 19th century. 
At this time, there was a move towards unionism and better working conditions, 
reflected in legal reforms of the time. This era was described by Tobin (2009) and 
Hodgson (2009) as a change towards a welfare model, where young people were 
seen as being in a different developmental stage to adults; but viewed as needing 
protection and having rights only in the sense of care and regulation. Parental rights 
could be terminated in extreme cases of neglect, there were child labour laws 
restricting hours of work, and movement towards compulsory education. Young 
people were moved from adult prisons, orphanages were built, and there was better 
treatment for those with disabilities (Tobin, 2009). 
These legal changes were accompanied by an interest in research relating to young 
people. The late 19th century saw theoretical understandings on children heavily 
influenced by the development of evolutionary theory in scientific circles. In the 
USA, the notion that children were at an earlier developmental stage to adults was 
driven by the Child-Study Movement (Humphries, 1985). This movement can be 
traced to work by Rousseau in the 1800s that individuals progress through natural 
stages of development beginning with infancy and extending through adulthood 
(Humphries, 1985). Ideas were taken up in the late 1800s by recapitulation theorists 
such as Spencer, and later Darwin, whose theories on evolution also supported the 
idea that human development occurred in stages (Cleverley & Phillips, 1987). This 
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promoted ideas of children as subjects of scientific study, and researchers such as G. 
Stanley Hall, in the late 1800’s, made studying children a priority for science 
(Brooks-Gunn & Johnson, 2006). From this time, children were recognised as a 
group worthy of study in their own right, as evidenced by the establishment of the 
British Association of Child-Study in 1895 and the American Association for the 
Study of Children in 1893. During the early 20th Century, the dominant academic 
discipline concerned with the study of children was developmental psychology; and 
the idea that there was a focus on considering children as developing through age-
related developmental stages. 
The way in which children were conceptualised in society and considered under law 
had changed. In the 18th century, childhood was not considered as a discrete period 
in a person’s lifetime. Young people participated in work and family life alongside 
adults. By the 20th century, there was a welfare model in place that saw young people 
as being in need of regulation and protection. The idea that young people had rights 
was only explored in terms of their vulnerability and developmental needs, not their 
autonomy or contribution. The century was labelled “the Century of the Child”. The 
Save the Children Fund was established to coordinate welfare support for young 
people after World War One (Thomas, 2011). This focus on the welfare of young 
people had brought significant legal and social benefits for them, but a downside was 
that “the duty to advance the interests of the vulnerable carried with it the power to 
decide what those rights were” (Tobin, 2009, p. 590). Throughout the 20th century, 
there was movement away from a welfare model towards a children’s rights model 
(Tobin, 2009) and towards an interdisciplinary childhood studies movement. 
Era of the children’s rights approach. 
By the mid-20th century, children had come to be seen, in many respects, as the 
opposite of adults. Rather than being seen as miniature adults who were rational, 
independent, active, competent workers, they were seen as irrational, dependent, 
passive, incompetent and focused on play and school (Prout, 2005). Children were 
identified as important and worthy of study, but were also seen as the passive 
recipients of culture, rather than active participants in it or as culture creators. With 
biological development seen as the key to children’s growing up, they were not seen 
as competent social participants or people who could make decisions, or develop 
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social rules (James & Prout, 1996). In a text considering this perspective on children, 
Qvortrup (1994) described children as human “becomings” rather than human 
“beings”. In other words, young people had no rights as individuals, but were rather 
“in training” to have rights as adults. Conversely, the rights of adults had been 
defined with the establishment of the League of Nations following the first World 
War (1919) and later the United Nations. The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights was adopted in 1948. There was a separate United Declaration of the Rights 
of the Child also in 1948 and an updated version in 1959, but the focus in these 
declarations was around provision and protection of young people’s needs for health 
and social care, education and protection from harm (Thomas, 2011), which still 
appeared to reflect an orientation towards a welfare model.  
However, by the end of the 20th century there was growing recognition that young 
people had rights not only to be protected, but also of participation and citizenship. 
After a ten-year drafting process, in 1989, the United Nations General Assembly 
adopted the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The 
convention, an international law, was ratified by Australia in 1990. Altogether, 194 
countries have ratified the Convention. Four core principles of the Convention are: 
 the principle of non-discrimination against young people (Article 2);  
 the concept that the “best interests of the child” are to be a primary consideration 
in all actions concerning children (Article 3); 
 the right to life, survival and development (Article 6); and 
 the right to be heard (Article 12) (Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, 2013; Thomas, 2011). 
While the UNCRC supports young people’s right to life, survival, and development, 
which would seem to orient towards a welfare model, new perspectives were also 
involved in the form of participary rights; that is, “being heard”. Under the UNCRC, 
adults and guardians are responsible for providing appropriate direction and 
guidance which is consistent with the “evolving capacities” of the young people 
(Article 5). Evolving capacities is designed to ensure that young people have the 
right to be listened to and to be granted increasing autonomy while being entitled to 
protection in accordance with their immaturity (Thomas, 2011). Tobin (2009) 
identifies that due weight should be given to the voices of children, in accordance 
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with their level of maturity, as a main factor which distinguishes the rights-based 
approach from the welfare model, where children’s voices were either “silent and 
marginalised” or “subject to interpretation by experts” (p. 591). He also identifies a 
further difference as being that, under this model, young people must play an active 
role in ensuring that their best interests are being considered rather than having a 
passive role as the recipient of welfare.  
Alongside developments in the international legal framework relating to young 
people, were changes in the way young people were viewed and researched, 
particularly in the field of sociology. In the late 20th century, a field of scholarship 
that has become known as the new sociology of childhood emerged. This field was 
initiated by two British sociologists, Allison James and Alan Prout (Morrow, 2011). 
In the words of James and Prout (1997) in the second edition of their landmark 
publication Constructing and reconstructing childhood,  
The traditional consignment of childhood to the margins of the social 
sciences or its primary location within the fields of developmental 
psychology and education is, then, beginning to change: it is now much more 
common to find acknowledgement that childhood should be regarded as a 
part of society and culture rather than a precursor to it; and that children 
should be seen as already social actors not beings in the process of becoming 
such. (p. 7) 
The core features differentiating the wave of research which arose from the new 
sociology of childhood philosophies were described by Qvortrup (1996). He 
identified these features as being that (i) childhood should be studied in its own right 
and in an intergenerational context; (ii) children should be the focus of observation, 
and given the opportunity to talk themselves about their own experiences; and (iii) 
children should be studied in the present, not only in relation to their future as adults. 
The new sociology of childhood  “movement” arose in a period of rapid social 
change in the late 20th century, which saw the development of new family forms, 
economic differentiation between children internationally, transnational mobility, 
and cultural globalisation (Prout, 2011). Through time, other disciplines and sub-
disciplines have explored and extended these ideas--for example in the fields of 
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geography, law, anthropology and psychology--to create an interdisciplinary 
academic area of interest now termed “childhood studies” (Morrow, 2011; Tisdall & 
Punch, 2012). Research in the area of childhood studies has several distinguishing 
features. First, respect for young people and their rights in communication and 
research practices. Second, elevation of the status and strengthening the participation 
in decision-making of young people. Third, understanding and respect for the 
complexity and diversity of the lives of young people across both the western and 
developing worlds. Fourth, drawing on the strengths of the interdisciplinary 
perspectives to best progress the interests and wellbeing of young people (Morrow, 
2011; Tisdall & Punch, 2012). 
These four tenets mirror themes from the UNCRC, in particular those relating to 
young people’s participation. Qvortrup’s notion that young people in the era of the 
welfare model were seen as “becomings” rather than “beings” is developing towards 
a view that young people are rather simultaneously “being” and “becoming”, and 
have reciprocity in their relationships and decision-making with adults (Neale & 
Flowerdew, 2007; Prout, 2011; Uprichard, 2008). This view is congruent with the 
UNCRC principle that young people have emerging capacities and the right to be 
given a voice in matters affecting them. The field of childhood studies does not set 
out to separate young people and adults, but to consider their interactions in 
“creative, fluid and relational processes” (Neale & Flowerdew, 2007, p. 28). There is 
still an emphasis on the current being of children and their capacity as social agents. 
However, there is awareness that young people are part of networks. They are 
mobile geographically and in their relationships, and may transition through 
experiences in various aspects of their lives. Further, the idea that researchers and 
young people may come together to learn, respecting each others’ views and rights, 
is a clear conduit between the childhood studies and children’s rights literatures.  
Justification of a Children’s Rights Approach to the Study 
What does this mean in terms of the current study, which aims to explore the school 
experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced? Considering the ways 
in which young people are viewed was a precursor to identifying an appropriate 
research design for the study. A research design in line with perspectives from the 
childhood studies and children’s rights perspective must bring the views and 
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experiences of young people to the forefront and ensure respect for their rights in the 
conduct of the research project. An optimal design would also be in alignment with 
the personal constructivism epistemology underpinning the study. With these 
considerations in mind, the research design also must enable me to engage with 
young people to explore the ways in which they construct new learnings at school, 
given their family experiences.  
The twin fields of childhood studies and children’s rights are appropriate locations 
for the study, given the historical trends towards these approaches and their 
alignment with social and legal trends in Australia. Although the UNCRC does not 
have power to change domestic law in Australia, the Governments have committed 
to gradually bringing domestic law into line with principles of the UNCRC. 
Australia has submitted four periodic reports to the Committee on the Rights of the 
Child which has responsibility for researching and responding to member States 
regarding their progress in meeting the provisions within the UNCRC. In the last 
report for Australia, in 2012, the Committee acknowledged positive changes since 
the previous 2005 report, including: 
 legislation in 2011 to prioritise the safety of children in the family law system 
through amendment to the Family Law Act 1975 (C’wealth); 
 development of an Early Childhood Development Strategy (introduced in 2009); 
and  
 holding a National Youth Forum in 2008 (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 
2012). 
However, there were areas for further development highlighted by the Committee, 
including: 
 lack of a comprehensive federal child rights act or a national action plan; 
 failure to prioritise the best interests of children, particularly concerning refugees 
and asylum-seeker and immigration detention; 
 the need to address corporal punishment in the home, some schools, and in 
alternative care situations; 
 lack of requirement for young people to consent to adoption; 
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 lowering of the age of criminal responsibility, as currently children as young as 
10 are viewed as taking full responsibility for their actions, whereas the UNCRC 
principles would see criminal responsibility as an emerging capacity at such a 
young age;  
 seventeen-year old offenders in Queensland being tried as adults; 
 failure to ratify the new optional Protocol on Communication Procedure to 
enable young people to take individual complaints directly to the Committee; and 
 inadequate mechanisms for facilitating meaningful and empowered child 
participation in the policies and decision-making affecting them in schools 
(Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2012). 
Taken together, the positive steps addressed by Australia are indicative of the 
nation’s commitment to the idea of children’s rights, but the issues identified as 
unaddressed by the Committee show there is more work to be done. Framing my 
study in line with a children’s rights approach enables me to make a small but 
appropriate contribution to supporting Australia’s commitment to the UNCRC. It 
particularly aligns to the recommendations for young people’s participation in 
decision-making affecting them in schools. 
To argue that a children’s rights approach is appropriate simply because it seems to 
reflect current practice and is congruent with my own personal constructivist 
leanings, is not by itself sufficient justification for its adoption as a framework for 
the study. That an approach is widespread, does not necessarily mean it is 
academically or ethically sound. A children’s rights model, sitting alongside 
childhood studies ideas of listening to the voices of young people, is not universally 
accepted as an appropriate model. For example, Guggenheim, an antagonist of 
children’s rights and Professor of Clinical Law from the USA, asserts that strategies 
to “do right” by young people should focus on adult behaviour, not on the young 
people themselves as rights holders. He argues that, as young people can only ever 
have freedoms that are bestowed by adults, it is adults who should be the focus of 
rights agendas, not the young people (Guggenheim, 2003). These views are in line 
with those of Brighouse (2003), who “(does) not dispute that they (children) should 
be heard, but take(s) the paternalist position that their voices should be taken to be 
consultative, but not authoritative, where their interests are at stake” (p. 692). 
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Brighouse provides several arguments for this welfare perspective, the most 
challenging of which is that “as children are rarely systematically as competent as 
almost all normal adults, so it makes sense to deny them agency rights” (p. 702). 
The views expressed by Guggenhein (2003) and Brighouse (2003) are strongly 
rebutted by other contemporary writers such as Freeman (2007) from the UK, who 
comments that “rights are important because they are inclusive: they are universal, 
available to all members of the human race” (Freeman, 2007, p. 7). He reminds 
readers that, at other times in history, women and people of particular races were 
seen as only able to have freedoms bestowed by particular groups also. He argues 
that young people are capable of agency, have capacity for participation, and that 
their inclusion in rights dialogues at the level of the United Nations endorses a 
children’s rights approach. He argues, therefore, that even if views of young people 
are socially constructed and not universal, the notion of their rights should be 
considered universal.  
Freeman (2007) also draws on the work of UK scholar Fortin (2006), who considers 
possible judicial responses to the concept of rights, when she argues that “by 
articulating children’s interests as rights, and incorporating evidence traditionally 
associated with ideas about their best interests, within such rights, the courts can 
develop a more structured and analytical approach to decision making” (Fortin, 
2006, p. 324). Fortin considers arguments by scholars that if young people are 
afforded rights in matters of family law or child protection, there is a risk that their 
wellbeing may be compromised as they may lack the decision-making capacity to 
see all of the issues involved. Fortin suggests that affording young people rights and 
giving them voice in matters of child protection and family law issues does not mean 
that judges cannot make decisions about their wellbeing. She argues that bringing 
children’s rights to the forefront will better enable courts to apply consistent 
judgement. Reference to these types of arguments bring me to the conclusion that, 
while a children’s rights model is not universally embraced, it has growing relevance 
to social, legal and educational scholars internationally. 
Linking Childhood Studies and Children’s Rights 
How do the two fields of childhood studies and children’s rights come together in 
the study? The field of childhood studies is an overarching and multidisciplinary 
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framework (Morrow, 2011) which encompasses children’s interests, participation 
and citizenship from the children’s rights model. Tisdall (2012), in a special issue of 
Children and Society considering the intersection of childhood studies and disability 
studies, takes this argument one step further and identifies the link between 
childhood studies and children’s rights as being embodied in consultative research 
and activities between young people and adults. As pre-empted above, listening to 
children’s voices and researching with, rather than on children, is central to the 
children’s rights discourse and the research design for the study. 
Hart (1992), a sociologist with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 
developed a model to conceptualise the ways in which young people can participate 
in research and citizenship. In his model, shown as a ladder with eight hierarchical 
levels of increasing height, Hart considers research practices as moving 
hierarchically from non-participation to increasing levels of participation (Hart, 
1992). Hart’s model of participation was adapted by Shier (2006), who identifies five 
levels of participation: 
1. children being listened to; 
2. children being supported in expressing their views; 
3. children’s views being taken into account; 
4. children being involved in decision-making processes; and  
5. children sharing power and responsibility for decision-making. 
Hart’s ‘ladder’ is also depicted in conceptually different forms, such as a circle 
(Kirby, Lanyon, Cronin, & Sinclair, 2003) indicating that no level of participation is 
better or worse than another. Rather it is a matter of a level of participation which is 
appropriate for a particular social and legal context. Shier (2006), however, argues 
that research projects involving young people should at least involve children in 
participation at his level four, where they are involved in decision-making processes 
if the principles of the UNCRC are to be endorsed. Hart (1992) is not arguing that 
young people should be moving towards positions of power where they take 
responsibility for themselves but rather that we as researchers should be moving 
towards a level of citizenship which sees young people as active in decision-making 
processes with a genuine sense that their participation has an impact on outcomes. In 
research examining the participation of young people in child protection services in 
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Norway, England and Wales, three key desirable features of chidren’s participation 
in decision making processes were seen to be a common thread in contemporary 
practice. First, young people having information in order to understand what the 
content of decision-making is about. Second, young people having an opportunity to 
express their own wishes and views. Third, the opinions of the young people being 
considered and having an impact on the decision being made (Vis & Thomas, 2009). 
What types of research are currently being undertaken with young people that 
provide the opportunity for young people to participate in these active and authentic 
ways with researchers, the community, their families, and schools? Recent examples 
of Australian research include: 
 National Youth Affairs Research Scheme project which organised youth 
advisory groups, discussion forums and face-to-face community audits to 
consider the nature of children’s participation in decision-making in government 
and the community in Australia (Bell, Vromen, & Collin, 2012); 
 a project where one-on-one interviews and workshops were conducted with 15 
young people aged 11-17 years to explore the perspectives of young people 
whose parents used alcohol or other drugs (Moore, Noble-Carr, & McArthur, 
2010); and 
 a project through the Social Policy Research Centre at the University of New 
South Wales where young people were asked to give their stories and share 
insights on their experiences of economic adversity and to locate that experience 
within the various networks around which their lives are focused, using 
interviews and group work (Skattebol, Saunders, Redmond, & Bedford, 2012). 
The current study fits conceptually alongside this work, as it seeks the views of 
young people in the data collection and analysis phases. 
The Conceptual Framework in Relation to the Research Design 
This study is conceptually framed within childhood studies and children’s rights 
approaches, with a focus on participation in an intergenerational context, where adult 
researchers and young people work together in a way which allows young people to 
engage in decision-making processes at a level appropriate to the context. 
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 An optimal design for the study emerged from the theoretical literature reviewed in 
this chapter. The design of the study therefore encompassed the following concepts: 
 a participatory model of research with young people, at least level three in 
Shier’s (2006) stages meaning their views were taken into account; 
 the young people were the focus of the research and given the opportunity to talk 
about their experiences; 
 as a researcher, I respected young people and their rights in the research process; 
and 
 the research assumed that young people have agency and are agents in their 
social worlds rather than passive recipients of culture. 
Having established these basic parameters for the study design, a case study 
approach, using semi-structured interviews with young people, was selected as the 
primary data collection method.  
Case study has been defined by Yin (2009) as “an empirical enquiry that investigates 
a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially 
when the boundaries between phenomenon are not clearly evident” (p. 18). The 
“contemporary phenomenon” in this case is the intersection of young people’s 
experiences at home and at school. The approach allows an in-depth inquiry within 
the context of the views and lives of the young people who will be interviewed. The 
boundaries of the experiences of young people at home and at school are for 
investigation. It is not clear how or whether the experiences of these girls at school is 
affected by their experiences within their families, so the study fits Yin’s criteria for 
appropriateness. In her background briefing paper on research with young people, 
Kellett (2011) identifies the case study approach as being used commonly in 
participatory research with young people, and particularly appropriate for 
practitioner research given its flexibility in terms of data collection methods and data 
analysis processes. 
Embedding the principles of childhood studies and children’s rights into a case study 
design requires more than simply generating data from young people and reporting 
the findings. In a recent international literature review on ethical issues in 
researching with young people, the need for critical reflection on issues of children’s 
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voice and the representation of their views in research was identified as an emerging 
theme in literature on research methods and ethics (Powell, Fitzgerald, Taylor, & 
Graham, 2012).  
James (2007), in her research article Giving voice to children’s voices: Practices and 
problems, pitfalls and potentials, articulates some of these key themes, indicating 
that “giving voice to children is not simply or only about letting children speak” (p. 
262). Three of the problems that she identifies relating to developing and 
implementing participatory research with children are authenticity, power 
differentials, and sensitivity to diversity. These three issues were considered in 
developing the research design for the study. Each of these issues will be considered 
in turn, clarifying how the principles of childhood studies and children’s rights were 
embedded in the case study design. 
Authenticity. 
Seeking to ensure that the views young people express in a study are represented 
genuinely and authentically affects all stages of a research project. The selection of 
young people for a study, the way in which the interaction between researcher and 
participant unfolds, the way in which experiences of the young people are interpreted 
by the researcher and later portrayed in the findings of the study are examples of 
issues which can affect the authenticity of the views presented (James, 2007). There 
is a risk that the views of young people who participate in research may be used 
simply to “confirm established prejudices rather than to present new insights based 
on the perspectives of young people” (p. 262). For example, a study may include 
quotes from young people in its report, which could add to authenticity, but the 
particular quote chosen and the context in which it appears are decisions of the 
researcher.  
Therefore, researchers can be seen as gatekeepers of the perspectives of the young 
people in the study. Morrow (2008) also discusses issues relating to the 
dissemination and reporting of research with young people in her article on the ethics 
of research, drawing on her experiences of a research project with 12-15 year olds. 
She raises the issue that young people are not in a position of power to challenge the 
ways in which research findings are presented and that there is potential for young 
people to be misrepresented in research; and for research findings to contribute to 
78 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
discrimination, stigmatisation or negative outcomes for young people through media 
speculation sensationalism (Morrow, 2008; Powell, et al., 2012).  
A research strategy being raised by researchers across a range of disciplines to 
strengthen authenticity is for a critical, reflexive approach to research with young 
people, which takes into account the specific research contexts and the power 
imbalances that shape them (e.g., Hunleth, 2011; Spyrou, 2011). The idea of 
reflexivity in research implies that there is reflection and self-awareness by the 
researcher on his or her attitudes and experiences with children (Powell, et al., 2012); 
alongside consideration of the participant’s motivations for contributing (Hunleth, 
2011). It involves making these reflections transparent and building in a flexibility to 
research design so that data collection, analysis, and reporting remain responsive to 
the worldview of the young people rather than the researcher (Kirk, 2011). 
Reflexivity was considered early in Chapter 3 in terms of research design (Willig, 
2013), but this concept of reflexivity is broader, encompassing the participants and 
the entire research process.  
In the current study, representing the views of the young people in authentic ways 
was managed, primarily, through a flexible research design which allowed the 
research to unfold in stages. After the six students were interviewed and an interim 
theme analysis of the interview transcripts was completed, decisions were taken to 
invite staff at the school to participate in interviews and to undertake document 
analysis. There were a number of ways in which further data for the case study could 
have been generated to complement and validate the themes emerging from the 
interview data, including interviews with parents.The interim theme analysis had 
indicated that the young people identified relationships with teachers as an important 
factor, so the next phase of the research sought the input of teachers. Four teaching 
staff who volunteered to participate in the interviews were asked to respond to the 
themes identified in the interim theme analysis of student interviews. Thus the 
teachers were not asked to respond to the research questions, but rather to the 
authentic voices of the young people in the study. There was also some consideration 
of school report and curriculum documents, again in response to issues raised in the 
interim theme analysis. This flexible design, responsive to the views of the young 
people interviewed in the case study, strengthened the authenticity of the results.  
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It terms of Shier’s (2006) stages of participation and decision-making for young 
people, the study enabled the views of young people to be taken into account (i.e., 
Shier’s level three), but they were not involved in decision-making processes 
(Shier’s level four). Shier proposes that the minimum for meeting the standards set 
in the UNCRC for the participation of young people is level four. For the current 
study, the use of different data collection methods and perhaps an action research 
approach may have enabled a higher level of particpation by the young people. For 
example, I could have invited young people whose parents were separated or 
divorced to meet in a student forum, discuss their experiences at school as a group; 
and supported the students to research, develop and lobby the school administration 
to implement a plan should they have decided that there were issues to have been 
addressed. However, at the time of designing the study, little research had been 
undertaken with young people on this topic. There were indications in the literature 
that families did not necessarily want issues relating to separation and divorce to be 
discussed at school (e.g., Cottongim, 2002). In my preliminary planning phase, the 
school Board expressely requested that the identities of students participating in the 
study were to be kept confidential. Given this information, conducting discreet 
interviews with young people who had freely given consent after being invited to 
participate was a more contextually appropriate approach.  
Both Hart (1992) and Shier (2006) stress the importance of young people 
participating at a level appropriate to the context of the research. My decision to 
interview young people directly to gain their perspectives aligns with the conceptual 
issues discussed in this chapter. However, conducting confidential interviews 
mindful of the need to protect student identities, raised methodological challenges 
associated with ensuring study authenticity as the study unfolded. For example, 
many qualitative researchers (e.g. Bamba, 2011; Barker & Weller, 2003; Morrow 
2008) recommend member checking of transcripts by participants to strengthen the 
authenticity of study findings. In the current study, it was my intention to have a 
follow-up meeting with participants to discuss transcript summaries. I had made an a 
priori decision not to have the participants check a full transcript after considering 
school procedural factors. This decision not to undertake member checking was 
queried by the Queensland University of Technology Human Research Ethics 
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Committee during the ethical approval process. Shown below is the rationale for my 
decision sent to the Committee, that, in turn, met with their approval: 
It is argued that students aged 12-14 years would not necessarily be 
interested in reading a transcript and may see the provision of a script (and 
an instruction to read and validate it) as a disincentive to participate.… If an 
interview transcript were to be provided, to comply with school protocol, this 
would have to be distributed either in a confidential letter given to the 
students at school, or posted home. Student awareness in advance that a 
transcript of their words would be printed and at school and/or home may be 
perceived by them to contravene their confidentiality and cause them to be 
less open with their comments, knowing that parents and school staff may 
have access to their transcripts. 
Morrow (2004) comments that time delay in producing transcripts and issues with 
access can make member checking difficult. This point is reiterated by Felzmann 
(2009), and Barker and Weller (2003) who raise the issue that the public nature of 
schools, with a constant presence of teachers, office staff and other students, and the 
physical difficulties of finding a quiet and private area for an interview make it 
challenging to ensure that the identities of young people in a study are kept private. 
In the current study, I was able to find a quiet meeting room in a building that was 
attached to the school, and in general view of staff, but not heavily used by students. 
However, it was extremely difficult to schedule the interviews, given the busy lives 
of the participants in one-parent famlies and shared care arrangements, and the 
commitments of students to activities after school and during lunch breaks in a 
highly academic school. It took many weeks to schedule the interviews with the 
girls, and in five out of the six cases, the interviews were scheduled and rescheduled 
more than once. Given these difficulties, alongside the several months that it took to 
transcribe the scripts verbatim, I decided not to schedule another meeting with 
participants for member checking. It is possible that I could have emailed material 
for checking to the girls, but, given the sensitive nature of the material that was 
contained in the transcripts about the students’ personal family lives, I was reluctant 
to use a medium that is not secure. Posting the information home was not desirable 
either in terms of keeping student information private.  
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Even though there was no member checking of student transcripts by participants, 
two strategies were used to strengthen the authenticity of the findings from the 
student interviews. First, I built a cycle of reflection and analysis into the research 
design as the interviews were conducted, enabling me at times to ask young people 
in later interviews to confirm thoughts and impressions from earlier interviews, a 
technique used by Yearwood and McClowry (2008) in research on parent-child 
communication behaviours. Second, at the end of each student interview, I 
summarised the main points made by the student, asked for confirmation and invited 
them to add any other thoughts. Bamba (2011) documented this technique as part of 
a member checking process in case study research. The contextual factors that led to 
my decision not to have the young people check or comment on transcripts also 
meant that the thematic analysis of the interview transcripts from the young people 
was extremely important in terms of retaining authenticity as this was the main 
vehicle for ensuring the views of the young people were portrayed appropriately. 
Power differentials. 
A substantial body of literature considers the disparity in power relations between 
researchers and child participants (Powell, et al., 2012). This issue highlights the link 
between two core principles in the UNCRC. Article 12 confirms the right of young 
people to be heard. Article 3 identifes the best interests of the child as being of 
primary consideration in decisions regarding young people (Office of the High 
Commisioner for Human Rights, 2013). The UNCRC, therefore, supports research 
where young people have the opportunity to give their views, but cautions 
researchers to take responsibility for ensuring the young people’s interests are 
foremost. James (2007) comments that young people should be positioned as 
“participating subjects rather than as the objects of adult research” (p. 262). 
Strategies used in the research design for the study to position young people in this 
way will be discussed in this section, considering the interview protocol, participant 
consent and the management of silences in the interview. 
The research design for the study, as described in Chapter 4, recognises the power 
differentials involved in my conducting interviews with young people as a teacher 
and administrator at their school. In particular, the interview protocol was carefully 
designed to place me as what has been described as a “participant adult” (Powell, et 
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al., 2012, p. 38). Thus, in a reflexive way, I acknowledged my status as teacher and 
doctoral student to the participants at the start of the interview and placed myself as 
being respecful of and interested in their views. The strategies I used in the 
interviews were drawn from training in my own field as a career advisor, where I 
need to “enter the worlds” of clients to identify their strengths, skills, and 
motivations. It is not an authoritative model, but a participatory one, where I position 
myself as an adult wanting to learn about the world of the young people. I establish 
the tone of the interview as positive, and then the words and non-verbal cues of the 
young people direct the issues to be discussed and the conclusions drawn. These 
strategies are derived from Egan’s work (2013). It was only a short leap from this 
type of interview strategy, which is taken from a career development model, to an 
approach appropriate for a semi-structured interview in the study under a 
participatory model. Kellett (2011), in a background paper Researching with and for 
children and young people, identifies that if young people are anxious when 
discussing an issue with a researcher, this may result in them telling the researcher 
what they believe the researcher wishes to hear. The power differential could, in this 
case, affect the legitimacy of research data. Establishing a positive tone and 
establishing myself as a participant adult were strategies used to avoid this.  
Research with young people within a participatory model, also needs to be sensitive 
to issues of consent for participation, given the power differential which could exist 
between those conducting and those participating in research. Lewis (2010) argues 
that young people should have a clear right of non-participation and of withdrawal at 
any time. In the current study, young people were invited to participate via an 
electronic family newsletter, and written consent was obtained from both the young 
people and a parent. The interview protocol included a check with participants at the 
start of the interview that they felt comfortable about the interview and an indication 
that they could stop the interview at any time or indicate that they did not feel 
comfortable to answer a particular question. 
Lewis (2010) also identifies that the way in which silences are managed by an 
interviewer may reveal power differentials; for example, the non-verbal response of 
an interviewer if a participant pauses before giving a response may indicate pressure 
for a response or encouragement. Lewis recommends that, during analysis of 
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transcripts, a silence should not be ignored as merely a gap in responses, but rather 
seen as an integral part of the co-construction of the interview. The silence should be 
coded, and the reason for the silence examined--for example it could indicate 
discomfort, reflection or puzzlement. I included field notes made during and after the 
interviews to support the transcript in this regard. An analysis of the transcript using 
a partipatory model should be considering all aspects of the responses of young 
people, including the words unsaid and the reasons for pausation. 
The issue of silence in the context of the interview itself was discussed with my 
research supervisors. After the first student interview had been conducted and 
transcribed, I listened to an exerpt of the interview with my supervisors. At this 
point, the management of silence was raised as an issue, and appropriate and positive 
ways to respond where a participant was unsure or uneasy were discussed. This 
served to make me more aware of the need to document and code silence (and non-
verbal responses). It also strengthened my ability to respond appropriately and 
authentically as an adult participant. Later, when a thematic analysis was undertaken 
from the transcripts it was essential to take these nuances into account, especially 
when the notion of “feeling emotion about their families” was identified as a 
recurring theme across all of the interviews. Thus having an awareness of silence in 
the context of considering power differentials was a factor which strengthened the 
authenticity of the accounts of the young people who participated in the research. 
Sensitivity to diversity. 
In addition to authenticity and power differentials, James (2007) identifies a need for 
researchers to ensure that the design of the study, the analysis, and reporting respect 
the diversity apparent in the lives of young people. She argues that honouring 
children’s voices can “uncritically clump children together as member of a category” 
(p. 262) and that researchers need to find ways to identify the unique experiences of 
individuals, while searching for common issues which are important to the collective 
group. 
The literature review identified that young people live in diverse families. It was 
important, therefore, in framing the participant information sheets and the questions 
for the semi-structured interviews to remain sensitive to the idea that young people 
whose parents are separated or divorced have diverse experiences in terms of their 
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households, the structure of their families and the nature of their family relationships. 
Data analysis was undertaken with a keen eye to identify themes which may have 
been common to all of the young people interviewed while exploring the diversity of 
the experiences described. This process is described in Chapter 4  in the section 
discussing the Phase 3 final analysis of data. 
Conclusion 
In summary, Chapter 3 has presented a conceptual framework for the design of the 
study. It has described the alignment of my own epistemological position of personal 
constructivism with the purpose, research questions and design of the study. It has 
critically analysed the ways in which young people have been viewed historically in 
social, legal and research contexts through eras of paternal possession, welfare and 
children’s rights models. Emerging from this analysis, the study has been framed at 
the intersection of the childhood studies movement and a children’s rights model as a 
case study enabling participation of young people with the researcher in semi-
structured interviews. A rationale for the use of case study and interview has 
considered issues of authenticity, power differentials and sensitivity to diversity. 
Chapter 4 will describe the research design in detail and outline the phases of the 
study, which unfolded in response to the views of the young people who participated 
in the study. 
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Chapter 4: Research Design 
Introduction 
Research that examines the complexity of a particular issue, such as the school 
experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced, can be conceptualised 
as a case study. Case study is an appropriate educational research method, 
particularly within constructivist research (Hatch, 2002). In this study, a case study 
was adopted as a conceptual and methodological approach appropriate to researching 
girl’s accounts of their everyday lives at the intersection of school and home. In 
Chapter 3, I argued that case study approach was congruent with conceptual 
understandings drawn from childhood studies (e.g., James & Prout, 1996) and 
children’s rights (e.g., Morrow, 1999).  
This chapter details the boundaries of the case, outlining the type of case study used, 
the participants, site, and setting. It provides a description of my role as an insider 
researcher (Mercer, 2006) and describes the study’s methodological procedure in 
recruitment, data collection, analysis and reporting. Finally, it considers research 
rigour and research ethics.  
To reiterate, the study addresses two central research questions: 
 What are the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or 
divorced? 
 What are the implications for practice in schools? 
The study investigated the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or 
divorced, and aimed to extend the knowledge base in order to improve practice. This 
qualitative case study was problem-centred, practice-oriented and situation-specific. 
Case Study  
A case study is a type of empirical enquiry that: 
 considers a contemporary phenomenon in depth; 
 investigates this phenomenon in its real life context; and 
 is appropriate when the boundaries of the context and the phenomenon are not 
clearly evident (Yin, 2009). 
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As explained in Chapter 3, this study researched girls’ accounts of their everyday 
lives at the intersection of school and home. In conceptualising the study, the 
“boundaries” between school and home were seen as undefined, if not blurred, given 
the paucity of research in this area. The literature review identified a link between 
the family experiences of young people whose parents are separated or divorced; and 
what happens at school, but the current body of research does not make clear the 
experiences at the intersection. Thus it is appropriate to use a case study at this 
intersection in order to explore the connection in depth (Yin, 2009) and to set the 
“boundaries” of the case in terms of its type, participants, site and setting. 
Type of case study. 
Drawing on the work of Yin (2009), this case study is an embedded single case 
design conducted in one secondary school site where I am employed as a teacher and 
middle-manager. An embedded single case design as described by Yin (2009) has 
one case study (in this case the school), and a number of embedded subunits (in this 
case six students and four teachers) as depicted below in Figure 1. The embedded 
units have been purposefully selected to investigate girls’ everyday lives at the 
intersection of school and home. The benefit of having embedded units is the 
affordance of “significant opportunities for extensive analysis, enhancing the insights 
into the single case” (Yin, 2009, p 52).  
  












Participants in the study comprised six girls (students at the case study school) and 
four teachers (See Figure 1). The six girls interviewed came from a range of family 
situations. The boundary of the case stretched outward to include the views of four 
teachers in light of the issues identified by the students. Having young people at the 
centre of the research served to set the boundaries of the case, an approach which 
aligns conceptually with childhood studies and children’s rights approaches. This 
design also has synergies with Shier’s (2006) step-wise schema of decision-making 
for young people, in which the first three levels of participation involve (i) young 
people being listened to, (ii) young people being supported in expressing their views, 
and (iii) young people’s views being taken into account. Bounding data in this way 
ensured that the student participants, by raising and responding to issues, were 
contributing to boundary-setting.  
Data collection with teachers was based, in the first instance, on their elaborations of 
issues raised earlier by the students. Figure 1 depicts the embedded units of the 
students as central, with the embedded units of the teachers outside. The teacher 
interviews enabled themes emerging from the student interviews to be expanded on. 
Context: Experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced 















Figure 1: Context, case and embedded units in the case study 
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In turn, the arrows in the diagram pointing outward to the teacher interviews depict 
the flow and emphasis of the data collection. 
Shown below is an introduction to the six student participants. All Year 8 and 9 
students (approximately 300 students aged approximately 12-14 years) were invited 
to participate in the study via an electronic school newsletter to their parents. Six 
parents responded to the invitation on behalf of their daughters. Thus this case study 
comprises a small convenience sample of female students (Yin, 2009). A number of 
qualitative researchers have identified difficulties in recruiting participants in studies 
involving young people (e.g., Barker & Weller, 2003; Bushtin, 2009). Negotiating 
with multiple gatekeepers in this study was a significant obstacle. First, it was 
necessary to negotiate access with the school Board, which placed restrictions on the 
ways young people could be recruited for the study. The only method of recruitment 
possible was via the regular newsletter to parents. There was no opportunity to 
introduce the study verbally to the student body and invite interest. Second, the 
young people would not typically read the parent newsletter, and would likely only 
obtain knowledge about the study if their parents had suggested their participation. 
Therefore, many students who would have been eligible and perhaps interested to 
participate may not ever have known about the study.  
The fact that the study focused on a family issue created another barrier to 
recruitment. Hamalainen, Pirkanen, and Rautio (2011), in a Finnish review of three 
studies dealing with sensitive family matters, described home and family matters as 
being in “private spaces” (p. 4), and warned that researchers may have difficulties 
entering these spaces. Although the current study comprised a small, convenience 
sample, the study nevertheless gave six girls the opportunity to speak about their 
experiences at school. They were articulate, honest and thoughtful in their responses. 
The interviews generated approximately 36,000 words of transcript for analysis. 
Given the lack of research currently available on the topic, a small exploratory 
qualitative study of this type is appropriate in itself, but also as a precursor to future, 
possibly larger qualitative studies. The use of a small, convenience sample implies 
that care needs to be taken in interpreting results.  
The parents who responded to the newsletter advertising the study were sent a 
participant information sheet and consent form (see Appendix A) to read and share 
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with their daughters. Once voluntary consent to participate had been received from 
the students, the girls were assigned pseudonyms to protect their identities. A 
snapshot of participants is provided below.  
 Nola was a Year 9 student (aged 14 years) whose parents had separated four 
years prior to the interview. Her living arrangement would be seen as shared 
care. She was with her father one night during each week and alternate 
weekends, but the families lived in close proximity so her father drove her to 
school each day. Both parents were single, and she had a 15 year-old brother who 
also moved between households also on the same schedule. Academically, Nola 
had results on her Year 9 school reports indicating a B average (i.e., average 
subject result of B across all subjects, graded on an A-E scale); 
 Jane was a Year 9 student (aged 14 years) whose parents divorced seven years 
prior to the interview. She lived with her mother and her older brother 
(approximately 17 years), and her father lived overseas. She had occasional 
positive contact with her father on school holidays. Academically, Jane had 
results on her Year 9 school reports indicating a B average; 
 Louise was a Year 9 student (aged 14 years) who had lived in a 50/50 shared care 
arrangement since she was two years old, meaning she was cared for by both 
parents, but in separate households for approximately equal amounts of time. She 
had no siblings or step-parents. Academically, Louise had results on her Year 9 
school reports indicating a B+ average; 
 Mary was a Year 8 student (aged 13 years) who lived with her mother at the time 
of the interview, but had previously lived in a shared care arrangement with both 
parents. Her parents had separated six years previously. He father had 
repartnered. Her sister (aged 15 years) moved between the homes in a 50/50 
shared care arrangement. In her father’s home, she had a step-sibling. 
Academically, Mary had results on herYear 8 school reports indicating a B+ to 
A- average; 
 Maria was a Year 8 student (aged 13 years) who lived with her mother. Maria 
and her mother visited her father regularly. He was not in good health. Her 
parents had separated five years prior. She had no siblings. Academically, Maria 
had results on her Year 8 school reports indicating a B average; and 
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 Paula was a Year 8 student (aged 13 years) who lived with her mother and step-
father. She had never known her father. Her step-father’s daughter (i.e., step-
sister), aged 6 years, also lived with the family on alternate weekends. 
Academically, Paula had results on her Year 8 school reports indicating an A 
average. 
All of the students had experienced parental separation or divorce a considerable 
time before the study--at least four years ago, with two students having no memory 
of having lived in an intact family. It could be suggested that the students in the 
study had a somewhat “muted” experience of parental separation or divorce that may 
have limited the study findings. However, the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 
provided evidence of the short and long-term effects of parental separation and 
divorce providing a strong rationale for obtaining student accounts of their school 
experiences at different stages and times since their parents’ separation or divorce. 
Four school staff were also interviewed. All school staff (approximately 100) were 
invited to participate via email. The four staff who volunteered to be part of the study 
had classroom teaching roles at the school, with some also holding middle-
management roles: 
 Clare was a classroom teacher who also held a position of school middle-
management in the curriculum area. She was aged 40-50 years and married 
with adult step-children; 
 Katherine was a classroom teacher, teaching classes in the middle and senior 
school. She also had a “home room” – a small group of students she met 
every day to provide pastoral care support. She was aged 50-60 years and 
was a single mother of adult children; 
 Nancy was a classroom teacher who also held a position of school middle-
management in the curriculum area. She was aged 40-50 years and was a 
single mother of children in primary school; and 
 Lois was a classroom teacher, teaching classes in the middle and senior 
school. She also had home room responsibilities. She was aged 40-50 years 
and was a single mother of children in secondary school. 
92 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
As data collection unfolded, a further two characteristics of the embedded units in 
the case study (i.e., the student and teacher participants) became apparent, albeit 
unexpectedly. The first was that five of the six student participants had mothers who 
were teachers or school officers, working in a school setting. The second was that 
three of the four teacher participants were mothers and had themselves experienced 
separation and divorce. These characteristics have implications for the findings of 
the study. Teachers with personal experience of separation and divorce and its 
impact on their own family may have been more willing to participate. They may 
have been more attuned and sensitive to issues at the intersection of home and 
school. Parents who were also teachers and who had experienced separation and 
divorce may have been more willing to to support their daughters’ participation in 
the study. Young people whose parents were teachers may have been better 
supported in their schooling than young people whose parents were not teachers.  
Therefore, the current study is one conducted by a teacher who is a sole parent, 
taking data from young people whose mothers are predominantly teachers, and from 
teachers who are mostly sole parents. This situation was not planned in the design of 
the study and must be acknowledged in the interpretation of results. The primary 
purpose of the study was exploratory. It is not intended or appropriate to suggest that 
the experiences of these students and teachers are universal. Rather, it is important to 
identify issues that might be worthy of further research. It is possible that a different 
sample of young people and teachers may generate findings of a different nature. 
Research site and setting. 
Selecting an appropriate site for case study research requires that: the features of the 
site allow a rich mix of the elements to be studied; entry to the site is possible; and 
there is capacity at the site for the researcher to build trusting relationships with 
research participants. These three conditions enable the researcher to spend extended 
time at the site, immersed in the context of the events and relationships that ensue 
(Marshall & Rossman, 1999). 
The case study site for this study comprised these features. The case study was 
situated within an inner metropolitan, all-girls independent Catholic secondary 
school, with a population of 600-900 students aged 12-17 years serving mainly 
middle-class families. The school has an academic culture. Results for students at 
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Year 9 on the National Assessment Program--Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) 
are strong. Approximately 95% of students exiting the school at Year 12 move into 
tertiary study. There are high expectations set for both students and teaching staff in 
terms of commitment to teaching and learning. There are academic tutorials and 
extra-curricular meetings for students, taken by teachers, running before and after 
school. Document analysis of the report cards of the girls interviewed in the study 
indicated that all were at least B average students (on an A-E scale) in their academic 
work. Teachers’ written comments on report cards relating to their commitment to 
their academic work, organisation, and participation in class included few negative 
indicators.  
Approximately 15% of students at the school have parents who have reported, on 
school documentation, that they are separated or divorced (Hamilton, 2008). This 
proportion is below the national average of approximately 22% of young people 
having a natural parent living elsewhere (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). The 
case study school is an “average” or “typical” (Yin, 2009, p. 48-49) site in that it 
represents an everyday or commonplace Australian single-sex Catholic secondary 
school. Hence, the lessons learned from this case study may be informative about the 
experiences of students in schools with similar characteristics. 
Throughout all phases of the study, as an insider researcher, I held a middle-
management curriculum position in the school. This role bestowed significant 
benefits for the study including ease of entry to the site; being in a position to build 
trusting relations with the research participants (Marshall & Rossman, 1999), and 
having an extensive knowledge of the culture (Mercer, 2006). As an insider, and as a 
competent and well-regarded practitioner of long-standing, I had the support of the 
school leadership team and the trust of the parents. Further, as an inside practitioner-
researcher, I was immersed in the culture of the school, and its written and unwritten 
policies. For example, many of the comments made by students and teachers related 
to school procedures, policies and interaction with staff which I was able to interpret 
and understand, having been immersed in the culture of the school.  
I also considered two possible limitations of researching as an insider and ways to 
mitigate these potential shortcomings. First, it was possible that I held 
preconceptions about the types of experiences students might raise, which could 
94 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
affect the way I interacted with them in the interviews (Glesne, 1999; Mercer, 2006), 
for example, steering them towards certain topics and away from others. To address 
this potential source of bias, I took particular care during the interviews to ask the 
students to explain and to give examples, so as to avoid making assumptions or 
having presumptions about their accounts of events or interpretation of school 
policies based on what I already knew about the school. I transcribed each interview 
before interviewing the next participant and built a cycle of reflection within the 
interview program.  
Second, there was potential for a conflict-of-interest in terms of my roles as 
administrator, teacher, and researcher. Would young people and teachers feel 
constrained in making criticisms of school procedures or personnel at the school? 
Would they suspect that the information might be shared with other staff at the 
school; or, in the case of students, that information might be shared with their 
parents (Glesne, 1999)?  
Steps taken to mitigate the potential conflict-of-interest in student interviews 
included: 
 recruiting student participants from Years 8 and 9 (aged approximately 12-14 
years), as my teaching and management roles were restricted to students in the 
Senior School (Years 10-12, aged approximately 15-18 years). Therefore, 
students would be aware that I was a teacher and manager at the school, but 
would be less likely to have had contact with me although aware that I worked at 
the school; 
 deciding not to interview parents and to make this clear from the beginning of the 
communication with families. This decision was not out of disrespect for the 
perspectives of parents, but rather from concern that young people may show 
reluctance to discuss family matters with me if they knew I would be discussing 
similar issues issues with their parent(s). This issue was raised in an article by 
Gardner and Randall (2012) where young people, aged 6-13 years, were 
interviewed about health matters, some with their parents and some without 
parents. When the researchers spoke to the young people away from their 
parents, their responses were more detailed; and  
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 building procedures into my interview protocol to reassure student participants, 
in the participant information sheets and again at the commencement of the 
interviews, about confidentiality and to distinguish my roles as teacher/manager 
and researcher. 
Steps were also taken to minimise conflict-of-interest issues in interviews with the 
staff, to minimise the potential for power imbalances and to affirm protection of 
teacher identities. Considerations were:  
 while I work closely with many staff at the school, I am not in a supervisory role 
for any of the teaching staff; 
 my middle-management role is curriculum based. The procedures in place at the 
school for students whose parents are separated or divorced are managed by a 
separate pastoral care team. Therefore staff would know I was not individually 
responsible for, or invested in, school policy and procedures. I anticipated this 
knowledge would ensure they could freely suggest ways in which practices could 
be improved; and 
 I stressed the confidentiality of participant responses as part of the interview 
protocol and during an address to the whole staff about the study in the 
preliminary phase (which is discussed in more detail later). 
In summary, my roles as teacher and administrator at the school enabled me to 
research as an insider, drawing on knowledge of the school and its procedures as a 
backcloth for interviews. There was strong support for the study from the school 
leadership team. My doctoral work provided the opportunity for staff across the 
school to engage in professional conversations about academic writing skills, 
research methods and pastoral care for students. The research findings and 
recommendations of the study may well lead to increased awareness of key issues 
and certainly professional development within the school. These were incidental but 
significant positive outcomes of my decision to research as an insider. 
The study’s procedures were in four main phases (See Table 4 and Figure 2). The 
four phases are now considered in turn: 
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Table 4: Study phases 
Phase Procedures Year 
Phase 1 Preliminary phase comprising 
University ethics approval and 
school board approval for the 
study’s conduct, and 
development of the interview 
protocol for data collection 
2010 
Phase 2 Recruitment, interviews and data 
analysis in stages, with interim 
results from analysis informing 
the subsequent stage of 
interviews and data analysis 
2011, 2012 
Phase 3 Final data analysis of interview 
transcripts from students and 
teachers 
2012 
Phase 4 Report (thesis) preparation 2013 
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  Phase 1: Preliminary Phase (2010) 
Phase 2:  
 Interviews (2011, 2012) 
Phase 2:  
Interim Data Analysis (2011, 2012) 
Stage 1 Interviews - Three 
students Stage 2 Interim single case 
and cross case analysis 
Stage 3 Interviews - Three 
students 
Stage 3 Interim theme 
analysis (cross case) 
 
Analysis to identify 
further data collection to 
be undertaken 
Stage 4 Interviews - Four 
teachers, responding to 
themes identified in analysis 
of student’s transcripts 
Phase 3: Final Data Analysis (2012) 
 Stage 1 Cross case theme analysis - students 
 Stage 2 Cross case theme analysis – teachers 
 Stage 3 concept mapping 
Phase 4: Report (Thesis) Preparation (2013) 
Figure 2: Research phases of the study 
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Phase 1: Preliminary Phase 
In this first phase there was a focus on (i) ensuring University ethical and school 
Board clearance, and (ii) developing the interview protocols. 
Stage 1 University ethics and school board clearance. 
The first stage in Phase 1 focused on ensuring appropriate ethical parameters and 
procedures were in place for the study. Ethics approval was obtained from the 
Queensland University of Technology Human Research Ethics Committee, as well 
as from the school Board (see Appendix B). I met with the school Principal several 
times and provided written background to the study and its proposed methodology 
for consideration by the school Board. The Board was particularly concerned about 
confidentiality and privacy. They requested that care be taken to ensure anonymity 
of the students and staff and that recruitment be low-profile. I was asked to ensure 
that interviews were conducted outside school hours where possible, unobtrusively 
in an interview area away from the main teaching and administrative offices. I was 
given the opportunity to speak to staff about the study and to provide details on the 
data collection at a general staff meeting (see Appendix C for details of this 
presentation). The difficulty that these constraints placed on recruitment was 
discussed earlier in this chapter with respect to the research site and setting, and 
difficulty in terms of arranging interviews was considered in the discussion in about 
authenticity in Chapter 3. 
Ethical dilemmas relating to participant privacy and the duty of care held by 
practitioner researchers towards young people can arise during the course of a study 
(Morrow, 2008). I was aware that I would need to adhere to the school policy on 
student protection and, under the requirements of that policy, must report to the 
Student Protection Contacts any information I received from students indicating they 
were at risk of harm. I met with the school psychologist to discuss the management 
of this issue. As a doctoral student herself, and holding a position in which she 
managed client confidentiality and school policies on a daily basis, she was well-
placed to assist me in clarifying the parameters within which I would be working and 
my reporting obligations.  
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No adverse events relating to student harm arose during the course of the study. 
However, I was confronted with a confidentiality concern after interviewing one of 
the students. During the interview, she described a difficult family situation. It 
seemed from her comments that no-one at the school was aware of her 
circumstances. During the interview, and in the closing comments, I encouraged her 
to speak with the school psychologist about the family issues she was managing. 
Afterwards, I felt conflicted. As a researcher, I knew I had to protect her identity but, 
as a teacher and manager, I was concerned that she was significantly under-
supported. After discussion with my doctoral supervisors, I met with the school 
psychologist to discuss the nature of my concerns without disclosing the student’s 
identity. The school psychologist reassured me that I had managed the situation 
appropriately, and later made me aware that the student had initiated a meeting with 
her. In managing this issue, I was immersed fully in an important aspect of the very 
phenomenon I was researching--how school personnel balance the need to respect 
the privacy of students with their desire to support them. As will be seen in Chapter 
5, this issue of privacy and support was raised by three students and all four staff 
who participated in the study. 
Stage 2 Interview protocols. 
Phase 1 of the study also involved developing interview protocols for data collection. 
According to Yin (2009), interviews are one of the most “essential sources of case 
study information” (p. 106). Kellett (2011) identifies interviews as being the most 
common technique in research with and for young people used to gather data from 
informants. Hence, in the present study, the most appropriate mode for data 
collection was identified as qualitative semi-structured interviews. Given the time 
constraints on students and teachers in secondary school, the interviews were 
planned as short individual interviews of approximately 30 minutes duration.  
In an essay on the use of interview as the main data collection method for 
practitioner research, Clegg and Stevenson (2013) caution that when a study relies 
predominantly on interview data collected by an insider researcher, the interview 
should be considered within the context of the broad experience of this researcher. 
They contend that: 
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A better approach, in our view, is to theorise the nature of the interview and 
its interpretative context and to attempt to document and scrutinise the 
ethnographic elements that form part of interview studies … Our proposal is, 
therefore, primarily about a greater engagement with methodology and with 
writing and less attention to the form of data collection as such (p. 8). 
Clegg and Stevenson (2013) suggest that when insider researchers conduct 
interviews, the knowledge they already have of procedures within a setting will 
influence the way the interviews are interpreted and analysed. This suggestion is in 
line with the principles of authenticity and reflexivity discussed in Chapter 3 and 
which are essential to rigourous qualitative research. Clegg and Stevenson (2013) 
propose that data generated via interview with an inside researcher extends beyond 
the words in a transcript to the context of the situation. With this in mind, it was 
important then, in the preliminary planning phase of the study, to consider the 
interview location, the questions asked of participants, and field note strategies to 
document contextual factors that could be made explicit in the transcripts. 
Following Yin (2009), a research protocol was developed for the semi-structured 
interviews for students. This protocol entailed identifying a structure for the “line of 
enquiry” (p. 106) and being mindful of the need for the protocol to be “fluid rather 
than rigid” (p.106). A copy of the interview protocol for students can be found in 
Appendix D. The interview protocol comprised five guiding sections as follows: 
 interview time, location and place (outside school hours, interview area away 
from staff rooms and teaching areas); 
 opening scripts to gain permission to audiotape, clarify my separate roles as 
teacher and researcher, remind the participants of their right to withdraw from 
the study at any time without comment or penalty, and reiterating my obligation 
to report harm or risk of harm to the school Principal; 
 core open-ended questions about the family situation, identification of ways 
young people think their family life affects what happens at school, advice they 
would have for other young people in a family where parents are separated or 
divorced, and advice they would have for teachers of young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced; 
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 scripts for closing reminders to thank participants, assurance of confidentiality, 
comments about the use of data and open invitation to see the school 
psychologist; and 
 space for post-interview field notes and reflections including impressions of non-
verbal communication. 
The interview protocol was an invaluable tool in pursuing a logical line of 
questioning with a friendly and nonthreatening tone, with capacity to delve further to 
capture insights into experiences that then formed the basis for further enquiry (Yin, 
2009).  
In Phase 1, an interview protocol was also developed for interviews with teachers. A 
copy of the interview protocol can be found in Appendix E. The interview protocol 
comprised five guiding sections as follows: 
 interview time, location, and place (outside school hours, interview area at school 
away from staff rooms; or offsite); 
 opening scripts to gain permission to audiotape, clarify my separate roles as 
teacher and researcher, and remind the participants of their right to withdraw 
from the study at any time without comment or penalty; 
 core open-ended questions asking about their reason for interest in the study, 
identification of ways they believe young people might think their family life 
affects what happens at school; response to the themes from the interim analysis 
of student responses; and thoughts on the implication of these themes on school 
policy and procedures; 
 scripts for closing reminders to thank participants, assurance of confidentiality, 
comments about the use of data; and 
 space for post-interview field notes and reflections including impressions of non-
verbal communication. 
Phase 2: Interviews and Interim Analysis 
Phase 2 involved (i) interviews with students, (ii) interim data analysis, (iii) further 
interviews with students and data analysis, and (iv) interviews with teachers and 
document analysis. 
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Stage 1 Interviews with students. 
Interviews with students were conducted first, before the interviews with teachers. 
Participants were recruited via an electronic school newsletter, inviting students in 
Years 8 and 9 to volunteer their participation by responding via an email reply. I 
prepared a participant information sheet (see Appendix A), which included a 
permission section (completed and signed by parent and student) and a short section 
for completion by the participant, where she would indicate why she was interested 
in participating in the study, and the type of family constellation that she was living 
within.  
The first recruitment advertisement to families returned three prospective 
participants. Three mothers emailed me almost immediately, keen for their daughters 
to participate. Short written responses from the students gave me little information, 
other than that the student “wanted to help”. I was also able to ascertain from the 
responses that none of the students was experiencing recent parental separation. 
They were, therefore, less likely to be managing initial grief reactions and were more 
likely to be experienced in dealing with their family situations. This was desirable in 
terms of the ethical principle of beneficence, which requires that research 
circumstances provide for a young person’s “safety, emotional and psychological 
security, and wellbeing” (National Health and Medical Research Council, Australian 
Research Council, Australian Research Council, Vice Chancellor’s Committee 2007, 
updated 2013). Interviewing young people in the initial stages of parental separation 
may have compromised their emotional security. Interviews were arranged with 
Nola, Jane and Louise. 
Stage 2 Interim data analysis. 
Interviews were transcribed verbatim and a summary was created identifying issues 
as they arose in the transcripts. This summary was not a formal thematic analysis, 
but rather a quick and targeted analysis, where main themes and emergent issues 
were identified (Guest, et al., 2012). It was designed to allow for interview questions 
to be refined and to enable emerging avenues of inquiry to be pursued in more depth 
(Pope, Ziebland, & Mays, 2000). The data collection was to develop in stages, with 
the themes being raised by young people in one stage informing the next phase of 
data collection. Thus the thoughts and impressions of the young people in the study 
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would drive the research method in a systematic and iterative way, using an applied 
thematic analysis approach (Guest, et al., 2012). 
The targeted summary created from the first three interview transcripts was 
developed in tabular form, picking up issues identified by all three participants. Two 
issues were identified as common across the three interviews: class tasks leading 
young people to think about their family life; and receiving support from peers at 
school on family matters. Nola and Louise, living in shared care arrangements, 
identified several issues in common, such as including and organising materials from 
one house to another; and feeling that they did not always have access to a parent 
they may particularly want assistance from at a particular time. Jane, living in one-
parent family, identified a number of issues not mentioned by Nola or Louise, such 
as her mother having too many commitments to be able to assist with homework. 
This targeted analysis led me to understand that, although there were some issues 
that were common for the young people in this study, it appeared that the type of 
family constellation the young people were living within was important for the types 
of issues they identified. This notion was consolidated by the evidence that the two 
girls living in shared care arrangements had themes in common, that were not shared 
by the girl living in a one-parent family. The evidence strengthened my commitment 
to studying girls whose parents were separated or divorced as a case study category. 
It was deemed appropriate to undertake more interviews to broaden the family 
constellations being examined; and to give me the opportunity to see if the themes 
identified held across a broader range of data. At this point, the Principal gave 
permission for me to advertise again for further participants via the school 
newsletter. 
The interim analysis also led me to question and to narrow the parameters for the 
study. Up to this point, the study was entitled Investigating the experiences of young 
people from non-intact families in secondary school: Implications for practice. The 
study’s original title had been assigned after a lengthy engagement with the literature 
and searching extensively for appropriate, non-discriminatory terms to use when 
referring to families in which young people lived without two parents. The phrase 
non-intact family had been originally selected so that the parameters of the study 
could also encompass girls who may have lost a parent through death, or those with 
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an incarcerated parent. I considered that perhaps these young people could have 
experiences within their family constellation and transitions that could be similar to 
those of young people whose parents were separated or divorced. The use of this 
terminology was questioned at my confirmation of candidature seminar. With the 
support of my doctoral supervisors, I decided in Phase 2 of the study to narrow the 
scope of the research to consider only young people whose parents were separated or 
divorced. 
There were three main catalysts prompting me to change the terminology. First, all 
participants in the study so far were young people whose parents were separated or 
divorced and I was able, at that point, to sharpen the focus on this type of experience. 
Second, the terminology non-intact, though descriptive, had a negative connotation 
that might not accurately reflect participants’ experiences. Third, one of the parents 
who emailed in response to my newsletter call for participants wrote that she was 
very keen for her daughter to participate in the study and felt the study to be 
worthwhile. However, she indicated that she felt she and her daughter lived in a 
family that was intact within itself, even if her daughter spent some time in another 
household. These catalysts prompted me to bring greater precision to the study by 
narrowing the focus to young people whose parents are separated or divorced and 
using this clear description in the study’s title. I recruited the next round of 
participants using this terminology. Later in the study, after revisiting the empirical 
research on the effects of parental separation for girls and boys, for the Chapter 2 
Literature Review, the first research question and the study title were further 
narrowed to reflect research specifically on girls, rather than on young people.  
Stage 3 Further interviews with students and analysis. 
At this point, further interviews with students and analysis of data occurred. A 
second call for participants was issued. I received responses from three more 
families and, subsequently, organised interviews with Mary, Maria, and Paula. 
Interviews were conducted and transcribed, and there was another round of targeted 
analysis. Via this strategy, my goal was to identify issues directly from the young 
people to make decisions about the next steps in the research process. First, the 
tabular summary of issues identifying themes from the first three interviews was 
extended to include three extra participants. Second, a short list of overall themes 
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was derived from the tabular summary of issues. Given that this was an interim 
analysis and its purpose was to identify themes seen to be important by the students, 
a descriptive and arithmetic technique was used. This technique, as discussed by 
Guest et al. (2012), involved my “adding up the number of times a theme appear(ed) 
in the data to determine the frequency of the theme”, to “summarise and describe the 
patterning in an unambigous way” (p. 132). The list identified issues raised by at 
least three participants. The list excluded issues which were not related to school 
experiences or were commented on less than three times. Finally, it grouped 
remaining issues into larger categories. 
Five themes were generated, as follows: 
1. organisation and moving between homes; 
2. the need for teacher understanding that students they may not be able to complete 
work or may not be behaving in their usual way because they feel distracted or 
upset over family matters; 
3. the need for teacher understanding that students wanted family matters to be kept 
private; 
4. class activities or school events may force students to think about or talk about 
their families and/or family structure; and 
5. transition to secondary school. 
Stage 4 Interviews with teachers and document analysis.  
The next stage involved interviews with teachers. By this time, I had conducted 
interviews with six students and had identified the main themes in their data. 
Congruent with the conceptual framework for the study, it was important that themes 
identified from interviews with the young people participating in the study informed 
and directed further data collection from the teachers (James, 2007; Shier, 2006; 
Thomas, 2011). In planning the case study, I had anticipated using multiple data 
sources within the single-case design and had considered that any of the following 
sources may be useful in providing further insight into the themes identified by the 
students: curriculum documents such as work programs, student texts, and teaching 
resources; policy documents dealing with special consideration and assessment; 
school induction procedures and reporting documents; follow-up with the students to 
ask them to add to or to comment on their interview transcripts; student reports; and 
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interviews with staff members to further explore student themes, particularly their 
responses on school-related issues. 
I had earlier decided to not invite comment from students’ parents, as noted in the 
section on research site and setting. I decided not to consider school policy 
documents, as issues relating to these sources did not arise in the student transcripts. 
I did, however, refer to the students’ mid-year and end-of-year school reports for the 
academic year in which they were interviewed for insights into the themes emerging 
from student interviews, particularly relating to the organisation of materials, 
completion of homework, and distraction during class lessons. I also viewed school 
curriculum planning documents to identify school subjects in which content 
addressed family forms, functions and structures, to increase my awareness of the 
types of class activities that may have led the students to think about their families 
while at school (as per point 4 in the short list of themes). 
It was clear from the interim analysis that interaction with teachers was an important 
aspect of the way these young people experienced their family life at school. The 
students had mentioned teachers in a number of different contexts and roles. For 
example, wanting teachers to understand if they had difficulty completing 
homework, discussion that occurred about families in class, disclosing information 
to teachers, and issues of privacy. I decided to undertake interviews with school staff 
so that I could further explore, and possibly corroborate, the themes raised by the 
students. The ethics clearance approved by the Queensland University of 
Technology Human Research Ethics Committee had included permission for 
interviews with school personnel. I anticipated that the teachers’ comments may 
provide insight into the context of the experiences of the students, especially when 
the students’ comments on their interactions with teachers had come through so 
strongly in the interim analysis. Furthermore, the interim analysis had identified 
some robust themes, but the students had not always given detail in relation to the 
issues. In a recent Australian study about the social participation of young people 
with cochlear implants, which used interview data from young people, parents and 
teachers, it was found that young people could not always be encouraged to “provide 
more than brief responses in an interview situation” (Punch & Hyde, 2011, p. 490) 
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and that responses from teachers (and in that case, parents) had provided 
illumination and added richness to the data. 
The use of multiple sources of evidence is recommended for conducting case studies 
(Yin, 2009), as it allows a broader range of issues to be explored in a process of 
corroboration and triangulation. “Converging lines of inquiry” can be developed (p. 
115) which lead to findings that are more “convincing and accurate” (p. 116). 
Interviewing both the students and their teachers and examining school reports 
enabled data triangulation, where data was collected from these three sources, aimed 
at corroboration of the same phenomenon (the experiences of the young people at 
school). A process of parallel questioning was used for students and teachers in line 
with the study’s conceptual framework, mindful of the emphasis on children’s rights 
such that interviews with teachers would provide illumination of the themes raised 
by the students, as shown below in Table 5: 
Table 5: Parallel questioning of students and teachers  
Interview questions – girls Interview questions - teachers 
Early in the interview, students were 
asked whether/in what ways their 
family experiences affected their life at 
school. 
Early in the interview, teachers were 
asked how they felt the students would 
have responded to this question. 
In the main body of the interview, the 
students were asked to expand on the 
issues they had identified. 
In the main body of the interview, the 
teachers were given a statement of the 
main themes identified by the students 
and asked to reflect on the issues 
presented. 
For the final stage of the interview, the 
students were asked to identify ways 
they would like school personnel to 
manage issues at the intersection of 
home and school. 
For the final stage of the interview, the 
teachers were asked to identify the 
implications on school policy and 
procedures of the issues they had been 
discussing. 
 
The process of recruiting and interviewing staff was similar to the process used for 
students. I emailed staff inviting them to participate, attaching a Participant 
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Information Sheet (Appendix F). Four teachers responded almost immediately to 
express interest in participating in the study. Three were interviewed during school 
holidays; and one before school. The interview protocol for school personnel which 
had been developed and approved by the Queensland University of Technology 
Human Research Ethics Committee in Phase 1: Preliminary Phase was fine-tuned to 
include the specific list of themes identified in the interim data analysis of student 
transcripts. Interviews were conducted at mutually convenient locations, either off-
campus or privately to maintain participant confidentiality. The teacher participants 
in this case study comprise a convenience sample (Yin, 2009) reflecting those who 
were willing and able to be involved in the study. Three of the four teachers were 
sole parents, as noted earlier in the chapter. 
It had been my intention when planning in the preliminary phase, that teachers would 
be given the opportunity to check interview transcripts. However, a decision was 
taken after interview transcription that this member checking would not be done, 
given logistical school constraints at the time. Specifically, quite some time elapsed 
between the interviews and transcription, as the data were coded during 
transcription. Transcription was complete at the end of year time period when 
teachers had deadlines for reporting on student grades. At that time of year, teachers 
were on a week of professional development, where they were expected to work 
individually and in teams to grade and moderate student assessment, prepare reports 
for parents, and attend continuing education workshops and activities. It would have 
been inappropriate and burdensome for me to ask teachers to consider transcripts 
which were 6,000-7,000 words in length, at this time of the year. I had experienced 
difficulty in organising the interviews with teachers. I could readily communicate 
with them verbally, but given the busy nature of the school with its particular 
academic ethos, I had conducted three of the four interviews during school holidays. 
It would have been an unreasonable burden to ask the teachers to also consider a 
transcript in their holiday break. It is noted, though, that at the end of the interviews, 
I gave a summary of the main themes that had been identified by the teacher in her 
interview as a check on my general understanding of the information given in the 
same way that I had for student interviews. Given that this is a case study and I was 
researching as an insider, I also conversed with the study participants about the 
themes as part of general professional conversations subsequent to interviews and 
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was able to receive informal affirmation that I had interpreted their central messages 
appropriately. 
Phase 3: Final Analysis of Data 
Final analysis of data was undertaken in Phase 3. The student and teacher interviews 
provided a large volume of transcript data which were analysed using an applied 
thematic analysis process described by Guest et al. (2012). Applied thematic analysis 
is a “rigorous, yet inductive, set of procedures designed to identify and examine 
themes from textual data in a way that is transparent and credible” (Guest, et al., 
2012, p. 15). Implicit and explicit ideas (or themes) within the data that relate to the 
research questions were identified. Codes were developed to represent these 
identified themes and linked to data segments which represented the themes. The 
process was systematic and iterative, with reanalysis of data across different 
individuals, contexts, and questions. For example, repetition of themes was 
examined across student and teacher transcripts, across different family 
constellations, and across responses to specific open questions. 
The data analysis in Phase 3 developed in three stages:  
1. a cross-case analysis of the themes emerging from the six interviews of students; 
2. a cross-case analysis of the themes from the four interviews of teachers, which 
reflected the themes from the student’s interviews; and 
3. an analysis which placed themes from the ten interviews together in a concept 
map. 
Stage 1 Cross-case analysis of student interviews. 
The initial steps in the applied thematic analysis were to read the text and develop 
themes, then to define and redefine the themes into codes that are defined in a 
codebook (Guest et al., 2012). Thus the themes and codes emerged from the data in 
an inductive process rather than being identified as pre-set categories. The initial 
analysis of the six student interview transcripts generated 25 codes. These codes 
were then considered in terms of their recurrence across transcripts and the patterns 
appearing in light of the student responses to open questions. The codes were then 
categorised to better reflect these patterns. During this process eight codes were 
either subsumed into other codes or discounted (e.g., if they had only been 
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mentioned briefly in only one interview transcript). As shown below in Table 6, 
three groups of codes were identified in response to the first research question: What 
are the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced? The 
groupings indicated that girls whose parents were separated or divorced: 
 feel emotions about their family while at school;  
 manage their learning; and 
 want teachers to be understanding, and respect family privacy. 
 
Table 6: Cross-case analysis of student transcripts - codes 
Initial 25 Codes Final Codes 
Difficulty coping or feeling sad 
Impact on behaviour 
Difficulty focusing 
Lesson content triggers thoughts 
about family 
School functions or feeling 
different 
 
Young people feel emotions about their 
families while at school. 
Strategies for organisation shared 
care 
Strategies for organisation sole 
parenting 
Relationship sole parent 
Step/blended family relationships 




Young people manage their learning. 
Need for teacher understanding 
Need for school to be aware 
Respecting privacy 
Seeking help from teachers 
School as escape and Peer 
support 
Young people want teachers to be 
understanding, but at the same time, to 
respect family privacy. 
Different resident patterns  
Need for parent flexibility  
Extra-curricular 
Family housing  
Sleeping  
Resilience  
Formal counselling at school 
Transition to secondary school 
 
Codes discounted or subsumed 
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 111 
 
The transcripts were segmented so that the transcript data that linked to a particular 
code extended to the whole comment made by the participant so that the context of 
comments being grouped together was clear. At this point, segments linked to codes; 
and groupings of codes were placed together. There was a detailed written summary 
prepared for each grouping to ensure the ideas of the students had been fully 
synthesised before moving forward to the next stage of the analysis. 
Document analysis was undertaken of student reports from mid-year and end-of-year 
reports for the academic year in which interviews took place. The document analysis 
is shown in Appendix G.  
Stage 2 Cross-case analysis of teacher interviews. 
My original motivation for broadening the sample to include teachers was to provide 
validation and elaboration of the issues raised by the students. As the interviews with 
teachers progressed, it became clear that the teacher responses would bring more to 
the study than the validation of existing data. Early in the interviews, teachers were 
asked to anticipate the types of issues they thought young people may have raised in 
their interviews.  
Each of the four teachers focused on a shared care situation and discussed the 
movement of students’ personal belongings between households. When each was 
shown the list of five issues raised by the young people, it was evident from 
teachers’ comments and non-verbal responses (such as smiling, nodding, leaning in 
to indicate engagement) that the issues “struck a chord” with them. Thus the issues 
raised by the students were validated by the staff responses. As the interviews moved 
forward from this point, teachers elaborated from their own experience, which 
provided rich extension of the points made by the students. Given that the interviews 
were structured to have the teachers focusing on the issues identified by the students, 
there were few new issues to be added to the analysis. However, the teachers had not 
perceived the issues in the same way as had the students, and had linked issues 
together in ways not apparent from the student interviews. 
The teacher transcripts were coded in the same way as the student transcripts. Given 
the large volume of data across the four interviews and the inter-relationships 
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between the coded ideas, I created a graphic organiser using Microsoft Inspiration 
software (Centre for Academic Development, University of Auckland, 2008) to 
represent the codes and their links with each other.  
Stage 3: Concept mapping. 
The final stage of the analysis was to further refine the graphic organiser by 
developing three concept maps, one for each code grouping from the analysis of 
transcripts of student interviews. Concept maps can be used as a starting point for the 
presentation of data (Guest, et al., 2012), where the map is simply a “diagram 
showing the relationship among concepts” (p. 257). It has been suggested, however, 
that a concept map can be a part of the process of qualitative data analysis rather than 
merely a summary of it. In the process of creating a concept map, a researcher has 
potential to “(expand) the conceptual framework by raising further questions and 
opening up enquiry” (Kinchin, Streatfield, & Hay, 2010, p. 65). The concept maps, 
shown in Appendix H, were prepared using an hierarchical arrangement of ideas for 
each central theme, using cross-links to show how parts of the concept maps link to 
others (Novak & Canas, 2008). These concept maps provided a means for the 
layering of the central ideas arising from the interviews of the students and those of 
the teachers; and for the setting of a framework for consideration of the implications 
of findings. 
Phase 4: Report Preparation 
In the final phase of the study, the thesis was prepared. Yin (2009) emphasises the 
importance of planning this phase of the research from the outset. In the present 
study, it was planned that the embedded single case study research report would 
orient the three themes that emerged from the analysis of student and teacher 
interviews. In answering the two research questions, the study findings and a 
discussion of the findings will be presented in detail in Chapter 5. The implications 
stemming from the thematic analysis will be discussed in Chapter 6.  
Research Rigour 
It is essential that the research design and conduct exemplify research rigour. Yin 
(2009) identifies that the principles of validity and reliability of a case study should 
be planned for at the beginning and applied throughout. A valid case study has 
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findings that are true and certain: they accurately reflect the situation and are 
supported by the evidence (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 2011). A reliable case study 
is one where the operations of the study, such as the data collection, are well enough 
described so that a later researcher could repeat the case study (Yin, 2009). Yin 
considers three aspects of research rigour for an exploratory case study: construct 
validity, external validity and reliability. These aspects are considered in turn. 
Construct validity. 
Construct validity is developed by using appropriate operational measures for the 
concepts being studied. In this case study, using appropriate operational measures  
means finding a way to ascertain the experiences of the young people at the 
intersection of family and school. Yin (2009) recommends the use of multiple 
sources of evidence, the establishment of a clear chain of evidence and member 
checking of key informants as important strategies for establishing construct validity 
in the data collection phase of a case study.  
In the current case study, three sources of evidence were used to “triangulate” 
findings from students and teachers, that is, interview data about the experiences of 
the young people at school was considered from the perspectives of students and 
those of teachers, and supported by document analysis of student school reports. A 
clear chain of evidence was established through careful documentation of the 
decisions made during the phases of the data collection, coding and analysis (as 
detailed in this chapter). The study report has sufficient description for readers to 
enable critical assessment about the transferability of findings. The use of verbatim 
quotes is a strategy that will be used in the ensuing chapter to “directly connect the 
researcher’s interpretations with what participants actually said”, that is to strengthen 
the study’s validity (Guest, et al., 2012, p. 101). Data sources were triangulated, but 
there was no member checking by participants, as noted in Chapter 3. Given this 
decision not to member check transcripts, regular discussions with research 
supervisors and critical friends ensured the interpretation remained firmly grounded 
in the research data.  
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External validity. 
External validity involves “defining the domain to which a study’s findings can be 
generalised” (Yin, 2009, p. 40). The case study is exploratory in nature. It is not 
intended that results be generalisable to other schools or families. However, the use 
of a single case (embedded) case study design, considering the perspectives of a 
number of students and teachers at the case study site, rather than a holistic case 
study design, may have strengthened the degree of confidence in the results. The 
three themes identified in the analysis of student transcripts represent patterns in the 
data which have been replicated across multiple sources (six students and four 
teachers). Yin (2009) identifies that this replication strengthens external validity. 
Reliability.  
Yin (2009) recommends two tactics to strengthen the reliability of a case study: the 
use of a case study protocol; and the development of a case study database. First, the 
case study protocol provided documentation of all phases of the study, including 
case study questions, data collection procedures, and a chronology of events in the 
implementation of the case study. In the current single case study, detailed notes 
were kept electronically at all phases of the planning and implementation of the 
study (including a research journal during the data collection phase) and specific, 
detailed protocols were developed for both student and teacher interviews. Second, a 
case study database is a set of evidentiary documents kept during the data collection 
and analysis phases. In the current case study, there were electronic documents 
developed as a case study database as follows: 
 full coded verbatim transcripts of all interviews; 
 excerpts of transcripts grouped according to codes and code groups and 
representative quotes defining each code group;  
 master summary document with details of coding and grouping; and  
 graphic organiser and concept maps developed from teacher transcripts. 
Documentation of the case study data collection and analysis yielded a type of 
analysis trail which strengthened the study’s reliability and increased confidence in 
the credibility of the findings. It enabled clear reporting of the processes used in the 
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study for the benefit of future researchers who may wish to build on or replicate the 
study. 
Ethical Issues 
Australian universities require researchers engaged in human participation to comply 
with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct of Research (National Health and 
Medical Research Council, Australian Research Council, Australian Vice-
Chancellor's Committee, 2007, updated 2013). The National Statement contains a 
chapter dedicated to research with children and people in unequal relationships (in 
this case, students and teachers). In this section, four principles are discussed in 
relation to this study: research merit and integrity, justice, beneficence, and respect 
for participants.  
First, the study demonstrates the ethical principle of research merit and integrity 
through its search for new knowledge to benefit young people in schools. In adhering 
to the specific guidelines on children, full details of the methods and procedures for 
the research were disclosed to young people and parent/s in the form of a participant 
information sheet (see Appendix A) and reiterated verbally at the start of the 
interview. In keeping with the open provision of study details, it was important that 
the case study school community be fully informed about the research which is to be 
carried out on site (National Health and Medical Research Council, Australian 
Research Council, Australian Vice-Chancellor’s Committee 2007, Updated 2013, 
Section 4.2.3). Staff were informed at a staff meeting, where the rationale for and 
procedures in the study were explained (see Appendix C). 
The National Statement requires researchers be aware of unequal relationships 
between themselves and participants. An unequal relationship is one where “one 
party has or has had a position of influence or authority over the other” (National 
Health and Medical Research Council, Australian Research Council, Australian 
Vice-Chancellor’s Committee 2007, Updated 2013 p. 59). Teachers and students fall 
into this category. An awareness of the unequal relationships was a part of the 
planning of the study from the beginning. The steps taken to mitigate the issue of 
unequal relationships were discussed in the section about power differentials in 
Chapter 3 and conflict of interest in Chapter 4 (Research site and setting section). 
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Second, commitment to the ethical principle of justice in research requires that there 
be no exploitation of participants (National Health and Medical Research Council, 
Australian Research Council, Vice-Chancellor’s Committee 2007, Updated 2013; 
section 1.4). The research sought to adhere to this principle at each stage of the 
study. Every effort was made to ensure that young people (and their teachers) were 
treated respectfully, their confidentiality was assured, and the information they gave 
was used to enrich understanding of their lives. 
Third, the principle of beneficence relating to young people requires that research 
circumstances provide for the young person’s “safety, emotional and psychological 
security, and well-being” (National Health and Medical Research Council, 
Australian Research Council, Vice-Chancellor’s Committee 2007, Updated 2013; 
Section 4.5.2). I have extensive expertise in conducting interviews, and have a 
background of undergraduate study in counselling and psychology. I also maintain 
professional registration as a career advisor with the Career Development 
Association of Australia which requires evidence that practitioners meet national 
standards in a range of areas including interview and counselling competencies. I 
used a number of interview strategies to assist in ensuring the safety of participants. 
As a career advisor, I am trained in maintaining boundaries when I meet with girls 
and I was careful to conduct interviews so that I remained within parameters 
appropriate for a research interview. For example, it was not appropriate to probe 
into sensitive issues relating to family life or feelings about parental separation or 
divorce, except in the context of the school experiences of the girls, so I was careful 
to ensure that the conversation remained in this context. In the conclusion to each 
interview, I reminded the girls that they were welcome to meet with the school 
psychologist if any of the issues brought up in the interview had left them feeling 
sad, worried or confused. The school psychologist was aware that I was meeting 
with a number of students and reported that only one student, to her knowledge, 
initiated a meeting with her as a result of my suggestion. I also gave girls a card with 
the contact details for the Kids Helpline (Boystown, 2013). This support strategy 
was also used in a national study on family violence where young people were 
interviewed (Bagshaw, et al., 2010).  
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Young people interviewed about their family lives may be vulnerable to feeling 
concerned or upset. There is risk in this type of research that students may 
experience discomfort or distress owing to their participation. Strategies to obtain 
informed consent and to provide information on professional support are important, 
but will not necessarily ensure participant well-being. The interviewer needs to use 
care and discretion during the interview to ensure that participants are not left with 
residual feelings of concern or hurt (Daley, 2010). In the study, interview strategies 
were used to aid in the girls feeling positive at the closing of the interview, so that 
they were not likely to be going away from the meeting feeling sad or introspective 
but rather left with a feeling that their viewpoint had been valued. For example, in 
the interview with Nola, she raised the issue that sometimes discussions in the 
classroom reminded her of the “bad times”. I was aware that the interview would 
close shortly after and that Nola would be going to class, so I acknowledged and 
reflected her comment, then asked her if she had noticed this in any of her friends. 
She was able to discuss the issue in the context of the experiences of one of her peers 
and her demeanour changed from sad, to reflective, to animated as she spoke. Thus 
when the interview wound up a few minutes later, she was alert and positive. This 
strategy is an example of the strategies used in the interviews to provide for safety 
and to support the well-being of the young people. It is possible that I may have had 
an opportunity to gain insight had I prompted her to expand on her statement, but 
given the timing of her comment this opportunity was not taken up. Thus the safety 
and well-being of the girls was given paramount importance in the data collection 
process. 
Fourth, in order to demonstrate respect for participants, appropriate procedures 
seeking informed consent were followed. Young people were invited to participate 
via an electronic school newsletter; and school staff were invited via email. Written 
consent was obtained. For the young people involved in the study, consent was 
obtained from them and from a parent. Written consent was also obtained from 
teachers participating in the study. The National Statement (2007, Updated 2013) 
requires this voluntary consent to be based on participants having an “adequate 
understanding of the purpose, methods, risks and potential benefits of the research” 
(Section 2.2.2). In addition to the formal written Participant Information Sheet (refer 
Appendices A and F) having details of the study’s purpose, method, risk and 
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expected benefits, there was also verbal discussion with participants at the start of 
the interview, confirming participation and their right to withdraw at any time 
without comment or penalty.  
Adherence to principles ensuring respect and beneficence also requires strict 
procedures regarding the confidentiality of research participation and research data. 
To summarise, specific procedures used in this study were: 
 the identity of the young people involved in the study was not disclosed to 
personnel at the school. Care was taken in discussion of the study with school 
personnel to avoid making comments which might lead to the identification of 
young people or teachers involved in the study; 
 if child safety issues, including suspicion of harm or risk of harm to any of the 
student participants were raised during the interviews, school procedures would 
have been followed requiring the breaking of this confidentiality, but this did not 
eventuate; 
 the interviews with participants were conducted discreetly away from the main 
areas of the school for the young people and privately or off-campus in the case 
of the teachers; 
 the participants’ school and names were not identified in reporting; and care has 
been taken to remove details about young people or teachers interviewed which 
may have identified them to other members of the school community; and 
 all data relating to the study was stored off-site from the school. Hard data have 
been kept secure in a locked cabinet and soft data have been stored electronically 
with password protection accessible to the researcher. Raw data will be destroyed 
after five years. 
Conclusion 
Chapter 4 has outlined the research design used in the case study. The design aligns 
with my epistemological position of personal constructivism and the childhood 
studies and children’s rights approaches which underpin the conceptual framework. 
The study investigated the school experiences of girls whose parents were separated 
or divorced. Drawing on the work of Yin (2009), the study is best described as an 
embedded single case design with ten embedded units (six students and four 
teachers). Qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted by myself as an 
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insider practitioner researcher, in a process of data collection and analysis in four 
phases: preliminary ethics approval and development of interview protocols; 
interviews and interim analysis; final analysis of data; and report (thesis) preparation. 
In keeping with the study’s conceptual framework, accounts of the girls became the 
central focus with themes identified by them explored further in interviews with 
teachers in the study. This chapter has also considered research rigour and research 
ethics. Research rigour was established with the use of careful documentation and 
the triangulation of data sources from young people and teachers. Principles of 
ethical research merit and integrity, justice, beneficence and respect were applied in 
accordance with National guidelines. The next chapter, Chapter 5, will present the 
study’s findings.  
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion 
Introduction 
The study adopted an embedded single case design (Yin, 2009) to investigate the 
school experiences of girls whose parents were separated or divorced. Conducted in 
a metropolitan secondary school, it focused on ten embedded subunits comprising 
six students and four teachers. This chapter identifies and discusses findings that 
were generated from semi-structured interviews with the students and teachers.  
Interviews with the six students provided data on the first research question: 
What are the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced? 
Four teachers were then interviewed in response to a summary of key themes that 
emerged from the student interviews. This strategy afforded the teachers 
opportunities to contribute to and build on the student data. Verbatim transcripts of 
both student and teacher interviews underwent an applied thematic analysis (Guest, 
et al., 2012). Implicit and explicit ideas (or themes) were identified which, in turn, 
related to ways in which students’ family experiences linked to their experience at 
school. Codes were developed to represent identified themes and linked to data 
segments which represented the themes, in a systematic and iterative way, and with 
reanalysis of data across different individuals, contexts and interview questions. 
There was cross-analysis of the embedded subunits of students, then of teachers. 
Finally, there was subsequent analysis which placed themes from the ten subunits 
together in  concept maps. 
Three central analytic themes emerged from the final thematic analysis of the school 
experiences of girls whose parents were separated or divorced. The themes were 
that: 
1. girls feel emotions about their families while at school;  
2. girls manage their learning; and 
3. girls want teachers to be understanding and respect family privacy. 
These themes were raised by all six girls and expanded on by the teachers. The case 
study, embedded units and central analytic themes are represented in Figure 3 below. 












In this chapter, the three central themes will be discussed, and each considered in 
light of current literature in education, sociology and psychology. Supporting 
information will, first, include a summary of participant details, and explanation of 
the use of verbatim quotations from student and teacher transcripts in this chapter. 
Figure 4 below nominates the themes, and related issues that will be presented, along 
with pointers to a range of interdisciplinary research that will be drawn on in 
discussing the study’s findings.  
  
Figure 3: Central themes arising from student and teacher interviews in an embedded, single case study design 
Context: Experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced 
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Themes: 
1. Girls feel emotions about their families 
while at school;  
2. Girls manage their learning; and 
3. Girls want teachers to be understanding 
and respect family privacy. 
 
Subunits – 4 Teachers – interview data 















Full details of the six students and four teachers interviewed in the study were 
provided in Chapter 4 in the Case Study section. A summary of the information is 
given below in Table 7, to show the range and background of participants. The study 
draws on data from six students aged 13-14 years, whose parents separated at least 
four years ago, living in a range of care arrangements and family structures 
(including living full time with mother in a one-parent family, shared care, and step-
family). The four teacher participants were all women aged either between 40 and 
50, or between 50 and 60, currently teaching in the secondary school. Three of the 
four teachers were mothers in a one-parent family, and the fourth was married with 
adult step-children. Two of the four teachers had middle-management 
responsibilities, as well as classroom teaching roles, and the remaining two had 
primarily classroom teaching roles. 
1 Girls feel emotions about their family 
while at school. This manifests in 
behaviour changes - 
 emotional behaviour; 
 distracted behaviour; 
 uncharacteristic behaviour; and 
 reflection from class activities. 
Links to relevant research in the areas 
of: 
 Behaviour changes -  
o internalising and 
externalising behaviour; 
o spillover effect; and 
 portrayal of family in classrooms. 
2 Girls manage their learning: 
 
 in homework and assessment tasks; 
 in a shared care situation;  
 in one-parent families; and 
 in blended and step-families 
 
Links to relevant research in the areas 
of: 
 effects of homework on family life; 
 organisation of materials in shared 
care situations; 
 time-poverty of sole parents 
 household chores as linked to 
family structure; and 
 family transition. 
3 Girls want teachers to:  
 
 understand their family situation; 
and 
 respect family privacy. 
 
Links to relevant research in the areas 
of: 
 
 school students wanting privacy of 
family information 
 compartmentalising, and 
normalising experiences at school. 
 
Figure 4: Themes from interviews, issues arising and relevant research areas 
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17 Yr old brother, 
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Up to 6 
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Use of verbatim quotations.  
Using verbatim quotations from research interviews has become standard practice in 
much qualitative social research, especially in research designed to investigate 
practice and make recommendations. In a review of the use of verbatim quotes in 
qualitative social research from the University of York, Corden (2007) stresses the 
importance, first, of clarifying the purpose of verbatim quotes in a particular report, 
and second, of articulating the process of decision-making that led to the selection 
and presentation of the quotations.  
First, verbatim quotations make data visible, giving the reader opportunity to locate 
and assess the researcher’s interpretation. Guest and MacQueen (2008) argue that 
verbatim quotations are the raw data that should be the “star” (p. 205) of a qualitative 
research report. In a similar vein, Braun and Clarke (2013) identify verbatim 
quotations as “vital” in illustrating the analytic points being made about data (p. 
250). Guest et al. (2012) further argue that verbatim quotations “directly connect the 
researchers’ interpretation with what participants actually said” (p. 101) and 
establish authenticity and construct validity. In the current study, verbatim 
quotations serve this illustrative purpose. Each of the three central themes are 
explained, illustrated by carefully chosen quotations that appropriately reflect the 
themes and then discussed in light of relevant literature. Further, the use of verbatim 
quotations allows the exact words of participants to be voiced, which is appropriate 
for a study that is framed within the childhood studies and children’s rights 
participatory research approach as outlined in Chapter 3. The teachers’ comments 
about the issues raised by the young people are also quoted, insofar as they enrich 
and support the student data.  
Second, the process of decision-making that led to the selection and presentation of 
the quotations needs to be justified. The choice of quotations in this chapter is 
purposeful and specific. It has already been identified in Chapter 3’s consideration of 
authenticity that researchers can be considered gatekeepers of the perspectives of the 
young people in the study and take responsibility for ensuring that the research 
report authentically represents their views.  
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Quotations in this chapter are taken from coded segments of transcripts relating to 
central themes, thus ensuring that content identified in the thematic analysis is most 
important and common across all interviews. As regards the presentation of 
quotations, words or utterances are taken directly from the verbatim transcripts. 
Where words or utterances are omitted, this is shown by three stops (…). Any words 
added for clarity are shown in round brackets. Any information which may be 
identifying or may stand to breach anonymity is replaced with “xxx”. As noted, 
participants were given pseudenoyms, and all quotations acknowledge the 
participants (by pseudenoym). 
This chapter now moves to discuss the three themes.  
Theme 1: Girls Feel Emotions about Their Family While at School 
This theme, girls feel emotions about their family while at school, has four sub-
themes: (i) emotional behaviour; (ii) distracted behaviour; (iii) uncharacteristic 
behaviour; and (iv) reflection from class activities. Emotional issues at school were 
an important focus of the student interviews. Sadness associated with one’s family 
situation was raised by all six of the students, regardless of family constellation or 
time since separation. The students identified that, sometimes, a sense of sadness 
manifested at school through changes in their behaviour, such as an emotional 
response, distraction, or uncharacteristic behaviours. Behavioural responses 
identified by the young people are discussed in light of the research from the 
established literature on students’ internalising and externalising behaviours. A 
concept not hitherto mentioned in this thesis, known as a “spillover effect” (Flook & 
Fuligni, 2008), sheds light on the manifestations of family stress by young people at 
school. The students identified that, sometimes, they reflected about their families 
during those classes that touched directly and indirectly on family issues. This 
finding resonates with research on portrayal of families in school classrooms.  
Sadness was an issue raised by all students. Mentioning a feeling of sadness did not 
seem to be dependent on their specific family constellation (i.e., whether they did or 
did not experience shared care) or the time elapsed since their parents were separated 
or divorced. None of the students had very recent experience of parental separation 
or divorce. The most recent had occurred four years ago (for Nola), with the most 
distant having occurred soon after one student’s birth (i.e., 13 years ago for Paula). It 
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could be assumed, therefore, that the students had experienced the separation or 
divorce of their parents a significant time before the interviews. Despite this feature 
of their experience, they made comments such as:  
… even though it’s been a while it still hurts, sometimes it gets to me that … 
my parents are broken up and stuff like that so, sometimes it kind of gets to 
me … (Nola) 
It’s a bit hard because it brings everything back what happened and it sort of 
makes me a bit sad. (Mary) 
Words such as “hurt” and “sad” have an emotional connotation. When the students 
spoke of such feelings in the interviews, their tone of voice and non-verbal 
communication may have indicated hurt and sadness that may be interpreted as an 
expression of discomfort or perhaps even grief. Comments conveying sadness or 
hurt arose as students discussed activities in the classroom, homework, and 
interactions with teachers. Their comments indicated their consciousness of the 
personal impact and associated challenge of managing their feelings.  
Research about the effects on young people when their parents separate or divorce 
was reviewed in Chapter 2. A longitudinal study conducted in the USA in which 25 
young people (initially aged 13-16 years) were interviewed about their feelings 
towards their parents’ divorce, identified that “sadness, shock and disbelief” were 
identified as the most common initial feelings (Burns & Dunlop, 1999, p. 25). In a 
Norwegian study by Moxnes (2003), the young people interviewed “talked of their 
worries and fears, their angst, sadness and depression when describing the changes 
they had experienced when their parents separated” (p. 145). The girls in the current 
study had experienced the separation or divorce of their parents a significant time 
before the interview, but all of them identified that there were times they felt sad or 
hurt and that these feelings were attributable to their family circumstances of 
parental separation or divorce. In the Burns and Dunlop (1999) study, feelings of 
sadness, shock and disbelief did not persist for the young people across four to 
twelve-year timeframes. The students in the current study were not asked about their 
initial reactions to their parents’ separation or divorce, so it is not possible to 
ascertain whether shock or disbelief were also prevalent in this sample. However, it 
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is clear that sadness and hurt were common and persisted over time. To contextualise 
the extent of this sadness and hurt, it is noted that young people used the term 
“sometimes” to describe its frequency, as captured in the quote above from Nola, 
who did not identify a persistent sense of sadness but rather that “sometimes it kind 
of gets to me”. 
In contrast to the student interviews, the teacher interviews revealed a surprising 
absence of comment about sadness and lack of discussion of any kind of student 
emotion. Only two of the four teachers raised issues relating to young people being 
distressed at school because of issues around parental separation or divorce. First, 
Katherine (a teacher) used the word “distressed” when discussing situations where 
students had been very upset in talking to her after she had queried homework not 
being done: 
… because that’s happened to me a few times--when the child just lets it all 
out and then you, you know then the child is crying or whatever it is and you 
just feel so dreadful, ‘cause you think oh, I didn’t want you to be so 
distressed, no, no we didn’t have to go this far, you know. But sometimes 
that’s going to happen anyway, because the child’s already so distressed that 
maybe they do need to tell somebody… (Katherine) 
Here, Katherine’s comment shows a tension between supporting the student and her 
own feelings of responsibility for creating the context or acting as a catalyst for the 
student’s emotional reaction. She acknowledges that it is not necessarily a bad thing 
for the student to become upset and to share her sadness when she comments “maybe 
they do need to tell somebody”, but she is perhaps indicating that she would usually 
try to avoid this situation when she says “we didn’t have to go this far”. 
Second, Lois referred to student demeanour, in an instance where she reportedly 
responded to a student by giving a student a hug. The student’s parent later 
telephoned Lois to thank her for this kind reaction (and clarified that it was a 
parental separation which had led the student to be feeling sad): 
… just looked paler, I gave her a big hug, said you travelling OK, anything I 
can help you with, and she just needed a hug, she hung on for dear life … 
(Lois) 
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The lack of teacher comment on student emotions does not necessarily imply it was 
not important to teachers. Rather, it may indicate that teachers were not aware of the 
sadness or other emotions the students were experiencing, or perhaps that teachers 
did not consider it a part of their role to identify and deal with student emotions 
relating to family issues. Further, none of the staff was a middle or upper manager in 
the pastoral area or school counsellor. Therefore, the context for the teachers in 
detecting or interpreting the emotional responses of the girls was in their classroom 
teacher role. Had the study involved personnel who had a pastoral or counselling role 
at the school, the comments made by staff may have been different, as students at the 
school who have difficulties with personal concerns are encouraged to seek 
assistance from their Year Level Coordinator or the school psychologist.  
How did the students’ emotions impact on their behaviour and experiences in the 
classroom? Student data from interviews with the girls revealed four ways that their 
emotion might manifest as behavioural changes:  
 emotional behaviour; 
 distracted behaviour; 
 uncharacteristic behaviour; and 
 reflection from class activities. 
The first three of these sub-themes--emotional behaviour, distracted behaviour, and 
uncharacteristic behaviour--depict situations where young people have identified 
emotional reactions at school that led to changes in their behaviour. The students’ 
comments will be presented and discussed in the light of research on internalising 
and externalising behaviours and spillover effects. The fourth way that students 
identified an emotional reaction at school was in regard to reflecting about family in 
response to a specific class activity. This sub-theme will be considered in light of the 
teachers’ comments, and in relation to broader research on the portrayal of families 
in classrooms. 
Behaviour changes - emotional behaviour. 
The first sub-theme evident in the data was that students may show that they are 
feeling emotions about family issues through an emotional outburst at school. One of 
the teachers, Katherine, gave an example of this above, when she described a student 
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 129 
becoming distressed and crying after she had been asked about a homework task. 
There were examples given from the students also, indicating that sometimes it was 
just too hard to keep things together. For example, Louise made the following 
comment in her interview as part of a discussion about parents needing to be more 
flexible when she needed to go to “the other” household to retrieve school materials. 
She had given an example of a friend who was struggling at school. I had asked her 
if she ever felt that way at school. Her comment was that: 
… the other day I had a bit of a meltdown; it was just hard to stay on top of things. 
(Louise) 
It was hard to gauge whether the reaction she described as “a bit of a meltdown” 
occurred during class time. However, given the context of the conversation around 
friends, it is possible that this behaviour was at school, with her peer group. Mary 
made a similar comment, using the word “exploded” rather than meltdown. She 
made this remark in the course of identifying that going to an external counsellor had 
helped her: 
… at the start I was just bottling it up and sort of exploded. (Mary) 
These three examples were the only indications within the transcripts that young 
people’s emotions about their family manifest in behaviour that could be described 
as emotional behaviour. Given this limited evidence, it is likely that this behaviour is 
not exhibited often. 
Behaviour changes – distracted behaviour. 
The second sub-theme about the way students’ emotions were manifested at school 
was in feelings of distraction or lack of focus. This behaviour was identified 
specifically by three students, and encapsulated by Mary, who said: 
I sort of just had to sort it out myself … but you know sometimes it did, you 
know, make school work a bit hard because I was thinking about other things 
… and just worrying a lot of the time so that, and I wasn’t sleeping because I 
was worrying about it, so ... I was tired a lot of the time. (Mary) 
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Mary was discussing the difficulties that she had experienced in a previous time 
when she had been in conflict with her father regarding household living 
arrangements. There was a level of general conflict within the family and there had 
been mediation with a social worker. In sensitively probing her about her comments, 
I asked if there were ways that she felt school staff could have supported her at this 
stage. She suggested that there were not; however, she explained that her level of 
worry about the conflict situation at home had impacted on her behaviour at school. 
She emphasised lack of sleep causing tiredness that is highly likely to have affected 
her behaviour and, in particular, her concentration in class. 
Another example, coming from Louise, signals her lack of focus, impacted by 
fighting between her parents and their fighting with her. Louise made several 
comments about difficulties in the management of her shared care, which her parents 
struggled to coordinate, but had not labelled her feelings directly. When I asked her 
specifically whether she sometimes “felt sad” she did not use my terminology but 
rather she expressed these effects as lack of focus. She explained:  
… sometimes it’s just hard to focus on school work, like if we’ve had a fight 
or stuff like that, yeah, parents are fighting, yeah, it’s hard to focus. (Louise) 
 Maria commented specifically on distraction, using the precise term. She explained 
that her distraction arose because her father was ill and living some distance away: 
… I guess I’m always kind of a bit distracted thinking of like Dad all the time 
if he’s OK … a bit like just sort of wandering off in class if you have a spare 
moment, you know just thinking about (it) … (Maria) 
Maria made these observations of herself early in the interview when she was 
describing her family situation. Any student with a parent with a long-term serious 
illness may have made a comment of this type. However, the fact that Maria was 
only able to see her father on the weekends, due to the parental separation and 
physical distance between residences (her father lived two hour’s drive away), meant 
that her “thinking of Dad” was compounded. She expressed concern about him 
during the week, when she was not there to assist with his care and to see first-hand 
how he was; and he was too ill to communicate with her via any means. Thus, the 
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family situation, which saw her living apart from her father, could be seen to affect 
her behaviour and manifest as what she describes as “distraction”. 
The issue of young people of being able to maintain contact with parents living away 
was highlighted in an example given by Jane about a situation where her father was 
living overseas in an area where there was a natural disaster: 
 … ‘cause Mum told me … cause he was like – if I die I love you … so I 
didn’t know what was happening … then I got on Facebook and I was like 
talking to him so I could see how he was. (Jane) 
Jane’s concern for her father was eased through availability of supports (her mother 
and the Internet), which enabled her to maintain contact with a parent living a 
distance away. Although Jane expressed concern, she did not discuss lack of focus or 
distraction, perhaps because she was able to have virtual contact with her father. This 
hints at the importance of parental communication for young people whose parents 
are separated or divorced and indicates that this communication may occur in 
different modes, to assist young people in maintaining focus and minimising 
distraction.  
The issue of distraction was only mentioned by one of the teachers (Katherine, who 
also commented about distress above). She remarked that young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced may be distracted in class as they are struggling, 
perhaps carrying too many responsibilities at home. This example supports the issue 
raised by the young people about being distracted in class, although the teachers’ 
observation of these students having inordinate responsibilities at home was not 
reflected in the student data, and, indeed was not raised by any students.  
Behaviour changes – uncharacteristic behaviour.  
The third sub-theme about the way students’ emotions were reportedly manifested at 
school was in terms of uncharacteristic behaviours. This issue was mentioned by two 
students who cited examples where someone in their situation might feel frustrated 
or worried about their family and may behave uncharacteristically at school. 
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Nola brought up the idea that young people might react angrily in a situation because 
conflict at school brings up memories of conflict at home. She first mentioned the 
idea in giving an example relating to her peers: 
Though, this doesn’t happen with us, but like if the family’s fighting and … 
sometimes that affects the child so like if other people are yelling around 
them, or like it might trigger some emotional things with them and they 
would like suddenly get angry or something because like everyone’s yelling 
around them and that’s like what happened at home … (Nola) 
Soon after this comment, she indicated that she sometimes had feelings of frustration 
at school when a situation at school coincided with a “bad time” at home. These 
comments together could imply that students may react in a disproportionate way to 
an event at school, as it triggered memories of an event at home: 
… sometimes I get frustrated at school because sometimes it’s kind of like 
then at home when it’s not good … most of the time it’s good but there’s the 
occasional Oh, that wasn’t a good day or that wasn’t a good class, just 
reminded me too much about bad times … (Nola) 
Another student, Jane, gave an example, describing one of her peers feeling 
emotional and “ignoring” people, which had led to her having issues in her 
friendship group: 
She was really stressed because her parents were, like, splitting up and it was 
just like a massive week, and it was like when swim teams were getting 
selected and all the assignments were due and she was just getting really 
stressed out and emotional and she didn’t mean to but she was like ignoring 
people because she like didn’t have the headspace … and like the other 
people felt like she was ignoring them, so then they got upset; and it was like, 
all revolving … around the one thing. (Jane) 
This example was in response to my question about whether students sometimes had 
concerns about their assessment as a result of issues happening in their families. Her 
comment could be interpreted as Jane identifying her friend behaving unusually by 
ignoring others, and that this behaviour led to difficulties for her. It is also an 
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example of a student feeling “stressed out and emotional” in the initial phase of 
parental break-up.  
It is clear from the three sub-themes discussed thus far, that students experience 
behavioural changes that manifest at school and that they attribute to their family 
circumstances. What did the analysis of school report documents have to add to this 
finding? School reports are generated for students mid-year and end-of-year. These 
reports include teacher comments for each subject, written specifically by the teacher 
(i.e., not simply taken from a central comment bank). Analysis of these reports, as 
shown in Appendix G, shows little evidence that teachers recorded introspective or 
inappropriate behaviour in class for these students. For example, there was one 
comment from one teacher about Nola being distracted in class. There were a 
number of comments about Jane being distracted in class, but this was attributed to 
peer group influences. Early in this section about girls feeling emotions about their 
family at school, data revealed that teachers in the study had not reported students as 
characteristically sad or emotional. The analysis of school reports reinforces this 
finding. It appears that the behaviours described by the girls themselves, were not 
apparent, to the extent that they warranted teacher comment to parents on the 
students’ report cards. 
What does existing research say to the findings about behaviour changes for students 
whose parents are separated or divorced? The three sub-themes identified in the data 
included behaviour changes manifesting as emotional behaviours, distraction, and 
uncharacteristic behaviours.  
It could be argued that the behaviours expressed above may be common to many, if 
not all, young people at secondary school. Is there any evidence that the students 
have identified behaviours known to be characteristic of their type of family 
situation? This question can be considered in light of current research in the areas of: 
 internalising/externalising behaviour in young people whose parents are divorced 
or separated; and 
 family stress spillover into school and peer conflict situations. 
Behavioural responses identified in the student interviews including emotional 
behaviour, distraction, or uncharacteristic behaviours could be considered as 
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internalising and/or externalising behaviours. Empirical evidence suggests that 
young people whose parents are divorced or separated display more internalising 
and/or externalising behaviour than young people from intact families. For example, 
198 South Korean young people aged 12-15 years whose parents were divorced self-
reported more internalising behaviours (e.g., withdrawal, anxiety, depression) than 
did a control group of 256 adolescents whose parents were married (Chung & 
Emery, 2010). In a Norwegian study of 550 young people aged 12-15 years whose 
parents were divorced, young people in one-parent, step-mother, step-father and 
shared care families were found to be at greater risk of internalising (e.g., depression, 
negative self-evaluation) and externalising (e.g., antisocial behaviour, violence, 
sanctions by teachers) behaviours and lower school achievement measured as an 
average across the subjects Norwegian, Mathematics, and English than young people 
in two parent intact families (Breivik & Olweus, 2006). In a large scale multi-
country study with young people in the USA and Britain, differences were found in 
the expression of behaviours in response to separation and divorce. In the USA, 
parents reported higher levels of both internalising and externalising behaviours for 
young people aged 7-16 years from one-parent and step-families. In Britain, parents 
reported higher levels of externalising behaviours (e.g., hyperactive dependent 
behaviour, peer conflict) for young people aged 7-18 years from one-parent and step-
families (McCulloch, et al., 2000).  
In the current study, the behaviours may be seen by a parent or teacher as students 
internalising and/or externalising behaviour. For example, behaviours such as 
“melting” down and crying may be described as externalising behaviours, while 
ignoring, feeling worried or distracted are behaviours that may be described as 
internalising behaviours. 
These emotional responses and resulting impact on behaviour can also be considered 
in light of the research on spillover effects. Spillover has been defined as a “process 
by which experiences in one context influence the experiences in another context” 
(Flook & Fuligni, 2008, p. 776). A longitudinal study of 783 high school students in 
the USA found that young people (average age 14 years) experienced more problems 
with attendance and learning at school the next day if there had been family stress 
the night before. These effects were still present two days later. Additionally, stress 
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had a long-term and cumulative effect. Higher levels of stress in the 9th grade (age 
approximately 14 years) predicted higher levels of stress in 12th grade (age 
approximately 17 years) (Flook & Fuligni, 2008). In a later report considering the 
same data, a spillover effect was noted for interactions with peers, with young people 
reporting more peer conflict on the days on which they argued with parents or 
family, with these effects also present two days later (Chung, Flook, & Fuligni, 
2011).  
The current study showed evidence of this spillover effect. For example, Louise 
explained that it was “hard to focus on school work” as there had been “fighting” the 
night before; and Maria clarified that she was “distracted” in class when she was 
unable to contact her ill father. Jane described “ignoring” her friends, who “got 
upset” in a time period when there was conflict at home, supporting the explanatory 
power of the concept of family stress spillover to peer conflict. Students provided 
examples of their emotional responses to past family situations rather than a recent 
event. For example, Nola explained, “even though it’s been a while it still hurts”. 
This observation lends weight to Flook and Fuligni’s (2008) finding of longer term 
and cumulative spillover in later high school years. Thus, some of the behaviours 
identified by students in the study might be considered as spillover behaviours, 
relating to family stress immediately, or some time ago. The research on spillover, 
therefore, provides new insights into experiences of young people whose parents are 
separated or divorced, where emotions with origins in their family circumstances 
may manifest at school in changed behaviours. This section on young people feeling 
emotions about their family while they are at school, has presented findings with 
three sub-themes relating to behavioural changes. The fourth sub-theme is: reflection 
from class activities. 
Reflection from class activities. 
There was indication in the data that the students felt emotions about their family in 
response to classroom activities. Data analysis showed this sub-theme as distinct 
from the sub-themes relating to behaviour change because the type of reflection on 
family situation that was prompted in class did not necessarily manifest in behaviour 
changes. Data on this sub-theme will be presented and considered in light of the 
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teachers’ comments and the wider research on the portrayal of families in 
classrooms. 
The literature indicates that young people living in non-traditional family settings 
may experience feelings of embarrassment or concern when family life emerges as a 
topic in the school curriculum (e.g., Lindsay, et al., 2006). The students in the 
current study were asked whether classroom tasks or texts ever led them to think 
about their families. Three of the six students gave examples of situations in which 
classroom activities as part of a compulsory school-based pastoral care program, led 
them to think about their families. Classroom activities in this type of pastoral care 
program may have been designed to prompt students to think about their families, 
especially in terms of personal relationships and identities, and such types of lessons 
would not necessarily be unexpected. The school has a pastoral care program along 
the lines of those discussed in Chapter 2 where school interventions were reviewed. 
The pastoral program used at the case study school embeds positive education 
principles as a means of “helping students to value themselves and experience 
wellbeing” (Catholic Education Office, 2007). An important issue for the current 
study is whether participation in this type of class activity was associated with 
students feeling embarrassed or concerned in ways that other students may not have 
been. Participating in the pastoral care program was the only classroom context 
identified by the students as triggering thoughts about their families. 
Three students, Mary, Jane and Paula, raised the issue of reflection on family 
sparked by class activities. Their words provide examples of students thinking about 
family relationships in negative and positive ways, perhaps feeling their family 
situation is somehow different to that of others and what may be resentment or 
embarrassment about being asked to share details of their family in the classroom.  
Mary and Paula both discussed how activities in a pastoral care lesson sparked 
thoughts about family. Mary made the following comment about a pastoral care 
lesson where students had been given a presentation on healthy relationships:  
… and sort of made me think about my relationship with my dad and stuff. So 
you know, it’s not intentional, but it sort of does make me think about it, so … 
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um, well, just wishing that it could all be different and that I could still, well, 
have a dad. (Mary) 
Her comment indicates that the activity had led her to think about the difficulties she 
was experiencing at home, where her relationship with her father post-divorce had 
deteriorated to a point where she rarely had contact with him. The words “it’s not 
intentional”, indicate that she was not necessarily criticising the content of the 
lesson, but perhaps suggesting that the material had sparked thoughts of difficulties 
at home. Like the examples of distraction, Mary’s thoughts centred on her 
relationship with her father, not any conflict between her parents.  
In another example, Jane commented that a similar type of presentation had led her 
to reflect in a positive way on her relationship with her father: 
(I think about) times I’ve had with my Dad. And we talk ... it’s like about 
family and friends. I sort of like think of the good times we had together. And 
like if I just recently visited, like I’d think about what happened. (Jane) 
Jane’s father lived overseas and she only visited him on school holidays. In a similar 
way to Mary, she was not describing an emotion which had necessarily led to a 
behavioural change that a teacher would notice. She was not implying any criticism 
of the lesson or the teacher, but implicit in her account was acknowledgement that 
the classroom activity had certainly prompted her to think about her family 
relationships.  
Paula also gave examples of class activities as part of the pastoral care program 
leading to reflection about her family. Her examples also raise questions about 
privacy and inclusion. Paula lived in a step-family and had never known her father. 
She made the following comment: 
… you know that subject XXX, (pause) that’s sometimes a bit (pause) ‘cause 
yea you know I was going to add that about the question that reminds you 
about family ‘cause like we talk about families a lot in that one (pause) and 
yea the teacher seemed to, yea, want to know about stuff ... (Paula) 
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This comment could be interpreted to have a negative tone. Paula’s speech was not 
fluent. She was hesitant and the documentation of her non-verbal demeanour shows 
that she was looking away and her hands were crossed over her chest. Her words 
“the teacher seemed to … want to know about stuff” suggested embarrassment or 
even resentment of the teacher or the program. Sensitive probing led her to give a 
specific example, where she mentioned a pastoral care activity that asked students to 
name people they trusted: 
Oh, well we had to answer questions about who we trust and a bit like about 
our family background and if was kind of like, everyone was like why don’t 
you put your dad down and so … I said like I don’t know him …. (Paula) 
It may be that Paula felt uncomfortable and embarrassed in the lesson because the 
activity led to her having to discuss a family situation with others. She had never 
known her father and the phrase “everyone was like why don’t you put your dad 
down” may indicate that other students were not aware of her family background, 
and she felt uncomfortable disclosing this information in the lesson. 
Paula also described feeling “a bit strange” about a Father’s Day event during her 
primary schooling: 
(Yes, I did feel a bit strange at school functions) … definitely parent-teacher 
and school functions, like with Father’s Day in primary school that was a 
huge thing that like they had this stall and you had to buy stuff for your father 
and I didn’t have anyone to buy for. (Paula) 
This comment is mirrored by a comment by a teacher, Clare, when she responded to 
the list of themes from student interviews, which included: class activities or school 
events may force students to think about or talk about their families or family 
structure. Clare comments: 
Yes, the other activities or school events that may force students to 
think about, or talk about, is, for example the father-daughter 
breakfast for Year 8’s at the start of the year, that is just an inclusive 
part of our College life and we’ve had it on the Calendar for as long 
as I’ve been here but I don’t know whether the label, father-daughter 
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breakfast, is the best label to have – could we not open it up to 
parent-daughter breakfast or something like that, so that if in a 
situation where the separation is not an amicable separation, or there 
is even distance between the two parents after separation – interstate 
or whatever, that child doesn’t feel as though she can’t be involved in 
that breakfast at the start of the year because she hasn’t got the right 
parent that fits in to the heading of that activity, so that’s just one 
example. (Clare) 
Celebration days that identify maternal or paternal roles have been discussed in the 
research and general literature about one-gender parenting (Best Start Resource 
Centre, 2012; Lindsay, et al., 2006). Contemporary teaching resources providing 
alternative strategies are available and are equally applicable in the context of young 
people living in so called “traditional” families with a mother and father at home. 
There is further consideration of this issue in Chapter 6. 
To summarise, when students were asked directly whether classroom texts or 
activities ever led them to think about their families, three of the six students gave 
examples relating to activities in a compulsory pastoral care program. These 
activities may have been designed to provoke thought about families. It is worth 
noting, though, that these activities did reportedly elicit both positive and negative 
reflection about relationships with parents not living with the students, including 
what could be interpreted as a sense of embarrassment. It is also noted that an 
activity relating to Father’s Day reportedly elicited a response of sadness in a student 
who had never known her father. An awareness of these responses by students might 
be of interest to teachers developing and delivering pastoral care programs, so that 
they might anticipate that students from a range of family backgrounds may reflect 
on lesson content in different ways. 
When the students discussed their emotional reaction to the activities in the pastoral 
care program, they described feelings across different emotional dimensions such as 
sadness and embarrassment, as well as positivity. Their experience was not one-
dimensional. They were not describing emotional responses that affected their 
behaviour, or that would necessarily have been detected by teachers. They did not 
pinpoint lessons other than the pastoral care program that prompted them to think 
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about their family experiences, even though families were a standard topic in the 
school curriculum during Year 8. For example, in the subject Religious Education, 
there is a unit investigating home and family, taken by all students. This unit is 
documented in the school’s Middle School Course Directory (2011). In the subject 
English, students in Year 8 study the novel Bridge to Wiseman’s Cove that considers 
a range of family structures. Lois mentioned the novel in her interview. Thus, 
although the issue of families in general would likely have been raised in the 
students’ classrooms as part of the usual curriculum, these lessons and their content 
did not feature as eliciting an emotional response from the students interviewed.  
In a British study by Passy (2005) of upper-primary students in three primary 
schools, 21 students and three teachers were observed during lessons dealing with 
family content, and later interviewed. Findings showed a difference in students’ 
reactions to family content in lessons in which students were asked directly to 
consider their own family situations, and lessons in which there was consideration of 
families in general. In terms of lessons where students specifically considered their 
own families, a student in this study was identified as feeling a “degree of isolation 
when reflecting on the support that he felt was absent from his family” (p. 733). This 
finding resonates with examples given by students in the current study within 
pastoral care lessons. Passy (2005) concluded that these types of activities may 
“encourage children to reflect on the meaning of their family relationships or on 
different family patterns within family life (leading to) uncomfortable repercussions” 
which teachers may not be able to explore or resolve in a classroom environment 
(Passy, 2005, p. 734). She went on to identify classroom activities where families 
were discussed at length, but students were not instructed to personally contextualise 
the material in this later approach. Students did not report negative emotions. If 
students in the current study experienced lessons in which material on family was 
personally de-contextualised or discussed generally rather than specifically, this may 
help explain why they did not report experiencing stronger emotional reactions. 
Responses from teachers in the current study also provide insight into the issues 
raised by the students. In their interviews, teachers were asked to respond to a list of 
issues presented to them from the student interviews. This list included: 
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Class activities or school events may force students to think about or talk about their 
families and/or family structure. 
The teachers gave varying responses to this statement, including support for the idea 
that students might be prompted to reflect during activities in a pastoral care 
program. They also identified ways in which they portrayed families in general 
lessons (i.e., not pastoral care) and, in some cases, modified their delivery in 
response to knowledge regarding the students’ family backgrounds. Teachers 
expressed surprise that students would make this comment. 
Two of the teachers in the study taught within the pastoral care program, which had 
been identified by students as eliciting their emotional responses as it actively 
encouraged them to reflect on their own family circumstances. One of these teachers 
commented on the difficulties of managing this material in light of students’ possible 
reactions reflecting on their families. She recounted: 
There was one girl in the class who wouldn’t bring a poster in, wouldn’t put 
it up, and then, I had to follow her up, because she had to do it, and she 
wouldn’t say much, and eventually after everyone left the room, she actually 
went and put the poster up and she’d made it very very personal and … she 
obviously wanted it to be out there, but not out there and it was very hard to 
handle that child actually as to … (and she seemed not to want to share her 
work) ... but then she sort of seemed not sure if she wanted to or not – but I 
think that’s what’s really hard, that we want them to … all this personal 
development stuff really leaves you bare and I think adults find it hard 
enough at times, but children really many times don’t know how to handle it 
and if you’re not careful it comes back to bite them, ‘cause everyone else in 
that class is listening and they all pay attention. (Katherine) 
The teacher’s comment “really leaves you bare” implies that both teachers and 
students might struggle with issues raised when discussing families and personal 
relationships in class. The teacher’s cognitive appraisal of her student’s difficulty in 
disclosing personal information suggests a degree of empathy, in itself a strong 
emotion that teachers use in teaching. The teacher suggested that, in pastoral care 
lessons, students might disclose information to others about their families and this 
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might have later implications. These issues raised by the teacher about students in 
pastoral care programs extends the points identified earlier by the students Mary and 
Paula. 
Given the conclusion drawn by Passy (2005) that young people’s reactions vary 
differentially according to whether they are required to explore their families 
specifically, or investigate families generally, it is worth shining the spotlight on 
how teachers manage general content about families in their classrooms. Passy 
identified three themes relating to teacher attitudes towards the portrayal of family in 
classrooms coming from her three interviews with teachers. First, teachers believed 
families can be a difficult and sensitive topic in the classroom. Second, teachers 
critiqued the material they presented to students about families and indicated a 
perception of responsibility to prevent students in their classes having a negative 
emotional reaction to the content. Third, teachers appeared to hold an aversion to 
prescribing how family life should be led. 
In relation to the sensitivity of lesson content about families, Nancy described how 
she deliberately discussed a range of family structures when this topic came up as 
part of the English program’s novel studies. She declared: 
I always ensure that I always cover a wide variety of family types so that 
nobody feels like they are of a lesser type of family and I’m going to be 
particularly aware of that next term, in Term 3 when we look at James 
Maloney’s A Bridge to Wiseman’s cove where there is a family structure that 
is very different and it’s a very … it will need to be discussed very sensitively 
I think, … there’s a lot of sadness in the book about families that aren’t that 
whole, traditional unit. But yes, it does come up in English, that’s for sure. 
(Nancy) 
A similar comment was made by Lois, who indicated that she sometimes modified 
the way she delivered content based on her knowledge of students’ family situations. 
She pointed out: 
The one thing that I am very conscious of is the class activities, because I 
actually do make a point of talking about family, and I do talk about support 
systems, … the material you do in English, looks at … families and 
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dysfunctional families and problems that arise and grieving, and I try as 
much as possible to do it in a way … I mean I’ve actually not taught material 
because I thought it was too close to a child’s own experience. (Lois) 
This point was also raised by Clare. She had expressed surprise when shown the list 
of issues raised by the students. The interview included a reflection about her 
classroom practice in relation to content she had taught within the Year 8 Religious 
Education program the previous term, as detailed: 
(in responding to a question regarding whether any items listed by students 
were unexpected for her) No, not at all, if any, probably just the second last 
point, the class activities or school events may force students to talk about or 
think about their families or family structure. Now we sometimes don’t think 
about our curriculum as such and the content that’s dealt with in the 
curriculum, but say for example in Year 9 RE, one of the topics that is 
discussed in detail is the family structure and what the bible says about the 
roles of the various people within the family, so I think it’s paramount that a 
class teacher knows their students inside out ... so knows of any situations 
that, as far as they can, that may impact on the learning of a student ... 
because that child, having taught that unit myself, would be analysing their 
own family structure according to what is being presented in the class so you 
would have to think about how you’re going to present that information and 
what is it that you actually want to emphasise. (Clare) 
There are contrasting attitudes towards the portrayal of families in the classroom. 
Clare and Lois gave examples above about the ways in which they might teach 
content differently according to their knowledge of the students’ family 
backgrounds. Both of these teachers felt it would be helpful if teachers had more 
specific information on family diversity within their class groups so that they could 
make better decisions about content. However, Nancy implies that teachers should 
assume family diversity, and teach in an inclusive way, regardless of the family 
backgrounds. She proposed: 
I’ve never really differentiated the students in terms of their family 
arrangement, I see them as all equal, and I think that’s the attitude at xxx, 
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that inclusivity - and we take who we have in front of us in the classroom and 
we treat them all with respect and dignity no matter what advantages or 
disadvantages they may have. (Nancy) 
Nancy is suggesting that in finding common ground between these perspectives, 
perhaps what is required is that teachers are all aware of the general diversity of 
families in the community (and their own school community in particular). Teachers 
would then be able to manage the issue of family diversity in an inclusive way with 
all classes. 
The chapter, thus far, has discussed the study’s first theme, that girls feel emotions 
about their families at school. It may appear that the data thus far, has focused on 
negative aspects. Jane (a student), however, identified a positive response to a 
pastoral care activity on families, when she described remembering good times with 
a parent she saw infrequently. Perhaps the potential for spillover from family events 
to be positive should also be explored. It may be that classroom activities could 
generate positive rather than negative spillover about family relationships. Might the 
activity which generated the positive spillover conceivably have been managed in a 
particular way to spark a positive rather than a negative thought? Might other 
activities that generated sadness have generated positive spillover if they had been 
presented in a different way?  
Further, in terms of considering positive emotions, there is also evidence from the 
teacher comments of classroom activities where family diversity was being explored 
and perhaps celebrated. Consider this comment from Nancy, about her English class: 
I wouldn’t say people feel uncomfortable about it at all, I think it’s actually 
quite empowering for some of the girls who come from divorced families to 
be really open about it, you can sort of see them sometimes with a sense of 
relief that it’s actually out there and it’s OK to be from a family like that. 
(Nancy) 
The notion that family experiences could be explored in an open and reflective way, 
rather than in the way identified by Passy (2005) where teachers speak in general 
ways on family matters and “steer away” from discussion at a personal level, was 
explored in a case study report from the USA (Wissman & Wissman, 2011). The 
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researchers’ case considered students in middle-school classrooms who were using 
poetry to explore and depict trauma in their lives. Two cases were described in detail 
--one regarding a student who had been placed in foster care after sexual abuse 
within her family and another who was writing about a conflict situation between her 
parents that led to their divorce. The students worked with teachers, community 
poets, parents, and researchers in the classroom to create “family narratives that 
pushed against idealized notions of a conflict-free, two-parent family and instead 
recounted those of arguments, death and abuse” (Wissman & Wissman, 2011, p. 
235). This thought-provoking work raises the question as to whether, in remaining 
sensitive to matters of family, educators are losing an opportunity to allow students 
to explore their fears and concerns in a supportive and creative way. Wissman and 
Wissman (2011) are not necessarily advocating this type of learning, but consider its 
positive role in the curriculum. 
Theme 2: Girls Manage their Learning 
The second theme concerns the way in which girls manage their learning at home 
and at school. All six students discussed issues relating to the way they organised 
their homework, assessment, and materials ready for school early in their interviews, 
in response to open questioning. Given that the issue was introduced spontaneously 
into the discussion by all students, regardless of family constellation, it was 
considered a central theme. All four teachers identified issues of homework and 
assessment in their interviews.  
There are a range of reasons why issues relating to homework and assessment may 
have been given prominence by students. For example, discussion on homework and 
assessment may be less emotionally charged than other issues that may have been 
raised. Four of the six students were the daughters of teachers and may have seen it 
as a topic of interest to me. It is acknowledged here, therefore, that there are several 
possible reasons why this issue was raised in all of the interviews.  
Analysis of the transcripts provided evidence that students used a range of strategies 
to ensure that homework was completed and assessment deadlines met. It also 
pointed to strategies used to ensure they had the appropriate materials and uniforms 
at school. It showed that the students were not passively arriving at school each day 
with appropriate materials and their homework and assessment tasks completed. 
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Rather, they were active managers of this process. Analysis of the girls’ reports 
provided evidence that the students were perceived by teachers as being well 
organised, and completing set homework and assessment tasks satisfactorily. Jane, 
Louise and Mary had teacher comments on the reports commending strong 
organisational skills. Also, the teachers awarded a level for commitment to academic 
work on a scale of A-E, and all students were at least at a B on average with respect 
to this criterion. The management strategies identified by the students varied 
according to their family constellation. For example, the students who currently or 
previously lived in shared care arrangements and moved between households (Nola, 
Louise and Mary) identified issues associated with their movement. The students 
who lived in step- and one parent families (Jane, Mary, Maria and Paula) recognised 
issues relating to economic circumstances, family transition and family constellation 
in their one home. The issues raised by the students will now be considered in four 
sub-themes: (i) homework and assessment generally; (ii) shared care situations; (iii) 
one-parent family situations; and (iv) blended and step-family situations. 
Homework and assessment. 
Schools expect that young people will complete tasks such as revision, set exercises 
and assessment activities at home. This requirement is entrenched in school systems 
in the Western World; and these activities are commonly identified under the general 
heading of “homework” (Dickson, 2007; NSW Government, 2012; Queensland 
Government, 2004). There has been some research on the impact of homework on 
family life. For example, in a Canadian study in which interviews were conducted 
with 23 families where parents self-identified that their son or daughter struggled at 
school, it was found that homework “limited opportunities for other family activities 
and created resentment among parents and children” (Dudley-Marling, 2003, 
Conclusion section, para. 2). There has been little research specifically considering 
the impact of family life on homework or exploring the homework-related issues for 
students whose parents are separated or divorced. This lack of evidence is surprising, 
as the issue has been raised by researchers and policy-makers (Queensland 
Government, 2004). Dudley-Marling (2003) claims that research has over-focused 
on “normative” families (meaning intact families) to the detriment of more diverse 
family forms. Of particular relevance to the current study was a Queensland 
Government review (2004) of research literature that revealed the paucity of 
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homework research accounting for “changes to family structure, including the 
increasing number of one-parent families” (Queensland Government, 2004, p. 3). In 
the review, no research could be identified that specifically considered families of 
non-traditional structure.  
In the current study, students were set daily homework and expected to undertake 
and complete assessment tasks at home. The School handbook for new students 
(2012) prescribes that students in Year 8 should spend 60 to 90 minutes per night on 
home study and for students in Year 9 this extends to 90 to 120 minutes. Students 
must also bring laptop, books, writing materials, and a range of other materials each 
day (e.g., sports uniform, musical instruments, cooking ingredients). Requirements 
vary from day to day.  
All of the students interviewed identified issues with planning and working hard to 
ensure that homework was done, regardless of what was happening at home. Three 
students (Nola, Louise and Maria) indicated that teachers should be aware that 
sometimes young people whose parents were separated or divorced might need 
teachers to understand the particular family circumstances that may affect 
homework. Nola, for example, in the quote opening the thesis suggested: 
If the parents had been recently divorced, (the young people) might find it 
hard to … cope with school work as well while getting their head around … 
that their parents are breaking up. I know that I had that trouble in primary 
school and ... if maybe the teachers, or principal, or the deputy would like 
acknowledge that the parents are going through a hard time or something 
like that well they could like help them out with a bit of homework or 
something and like just understand. (Nola) 
When Louise was asked about the advice she would give teachers regarding young 
people whose parents were separated or divorced, she identified ways that teachers 
could help, indicating an issue of being “behind” with work and needing “leeway” 
on deadlines when she put forward that teachers could: 
… offer to tutor, or just sort of help out, or, you know, explain things, or give 
leeway or something. (Louise) 
148 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
In these examples, the phrases “help them out with a bit of homework”, “give 
leeway” and “explain things” perhaps suggests that the students have had trouble in 
meeting deadlines and have fallen behind with school work. Maria offered the 
following example of support by teachers through a relaxing of homework 
expectations. The example related to a situation where her father was very ill. She 
said:  
I haven’t really had anything where I’ve actually told the teachers that much, 
but I think once … again going back to when Dad had the brain scan, I think 
my science teacher was very understanding, ‘cause they were sending me 
homework and I didn’t have my science text books or anything so I couldn’t 
do it. But … they were really nice, understanding when I told them what 
happened, good about it. (Maria) 
The comments of Nola and Louise about the need, sometimes, for teachers to give 
leeway or assistance with homework indicate a passive approach. Nola and Louise 
did not take action to seek help from teachers but rather appeared to hope that the 
teacher would automatically offer the help, as shown by the phrases “would 
acknowledge” and “offer to tutor”. Maria, however, described a more active 
response. She recounted that she told the teacher about the issue. It could be that her 
father’s illness was easier to discuss than it was for others to discuss the details of 
parental separation or divorce and their household living schedule. Of relevance for 
teachers is that Maria acknowledged and was grateful for assistance, and she 
reported that it helped her in that situation. Maria’s comment was the only example 
from the student interviews in which teachers gave leeway on homework or 
assessment deadlines. This issue was, however, explored in some depth across all 
four teacher interviews. 
Homework was raised in all four of the teacher interviews. The teachers commented 
that the most likely way for them to find out that a student was managing issues in 
her family life was during discussion with the student about homework or 
assessment. For example,  Clare said: 
No, they’re not forthcoming (about letting you know they are struggling to 
complete homework as there are things happening in their families) … 
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You’ve got to try, as a teacher, to understand and find out what was the 
particular reason for the homework (not being done) and by some little 
guiding questions, they then tend to start opening up about the information, 
but having said that, not everyone will take the time to do that and I have to 
admit that sometimes that I say well next time OK do your homework, instead 
of sitting down and spending the time … that student could feel a sense of 
stress. (Clare) 
Clare indicated here that students tended to let her know that family reasons were the 
cause of incomplete homework, but only when they were specifically asked or 
guided to do so. The implication is that students would rather not disclose unless 
pressed. Katherine managed the issue of students sometimes not being able to 
complete homework due to issues at home by pre-empting the issue and making 
general statements to all students that she wanted them to let her know if homework 
could not be done for “reasons”, but they did not have to disclose what they were. 
She estimated that this would happen at least once per week in her middle school 
classes, and that this would usually be the way she became aware that students may 
have issues at home affecting their schoolwork. She made these classroom practices 
clear when she said: 
Yes, it happens, on a regular basis I suppose. At least once a week I’d say 
there’d be someone talking to you that something’s gone wrong at home or ... 
it more happens when I check homework, because I say to them, don’t give 
me excuses about not doing homework. If you just didn’t do it, tell me you 
didn’t do it, but if there’s a reason, let me know, but I don’t want to know all 
the details because it’s your business, so they’ll say to you, oh you know, 
things didn’t go well at home last night or something, this, or whatever, and 
you say, OK, all right, can you get it done tonight – or, oh probably not – so 
I’d say, well when can you get it done by, so yes, it’s so ... what happens at 
home really does impact greatly on what they’re doing. (Katherine) 
Lois indicated that she “occasionally” had conversations with students about their 
inability to do homework because of issues arising at home, and that the students 
managed to complete their work “most of the time”. She also suggested that the 
students might let her know if they could not get work done “because I know first-
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hand how difficult it can be”. She was likely referring to her own status as sole 
parent. Lois explained: 
(Students not having work done) presents occasionally, most of the time they 
don’t, you know they make a good effort or they’ll come and see me at the 
beginning of the lesson and say I didn’t manage to get that done, and 
because, probably because I know first-hand how difficult it can be, I say, 
yes, we can work this out – I want it by tomorrow morning, we want to get 
these things sorted. Not when it comes to assessment, but certainly in terms 
of some flexibility. (Lois) 
Nancy confirmed that students may have had difficulty completing homework due to 
family circumstances and that conversations about this would be “incidental”. She 
submits that students learn to manage their homework commitments in different 
ways as they progress through school and “deal with it themselves” by the time they 
reached the senior schooling phase. She commented: 
It’s the incidental conversations we have when we’re discussing homework 
or discussing how it’s actually going to happen on the weekend and they 
might tell me – that’s not going to be possible because of this, this and this, 
so they do review all these things, and perhaps when they get to Senior, I 
don’t notice it as much because they just don’t tell you anymore. They just 
deal with it themselves – they know that “I can do it” or “it’s my 
responsibility” – they don’t need to report to me about every goings-on about 
how to get their homework done. (Nancy) 
Is there anything distinctive about young people whose parents are separated or 
divorced in regards to completing school tasks at home and coming to school 
prepared for learning? Is their situation any different to that of other students who 
have factors in their life that might impact on their ability to work at home: for 
example being ill, moving house or having a family member who is unwell? There 
are two ways in which evidence from student and teacher interviews implies that this 
group of students might face unique issues about homework and readiness for 
school.  
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First, it is possible that the students are becoming self-managing with these issues 
out of a desire to keep the issues arising in their family as a private matter. Even 
though the six students interviewed had not asked for assistance in meeting 
deadlines, two indicated that there could be occasions when they would like teachers 
to offer to help. Maria was managing what could be considered very serious 
problems, with her father being very ill and living some distance away as her parents 
had separated, but made no mention that she had discussed this with staff at school, 
even though the issues were ongoing. Analysis of Maria’s school reports indicated 
that the levels teachers had awarded for both commitment to learning and for 
academic work had strengthened during the period from the mid-year report to the 
end-of-year report. This analysis could suggest that the serious family issues being 
managed by Maria, especially in the early part of the year and in her transition to 
secondary school, had impacted. These trends from student interviews can be 
considered in light of teacher comments about students having a quiet word at the 
start of a lesson when they are unable to do work (but not asking for help before 
this). Perhaps it could be suggested that this issue is “under the radar” that is, 
students use strategies to manage homework themselves even when there are 
difficulties, or take the risk of getting into trouble for not doing homework rather 
than speaking to the teachers to let them know. 
Second, there is also evidence in the student and teacher transcripts of homework 
management and school readiness issues which might be considered unique to non-
traditional family structures. Homework and school readiness issues are directly at 
the intersection of family and school experiences for young people and will be 
discussed in the next section in terms of management strategies when students are 
moving between households in shared care arrangements; and strategies relating to 
one-parent and blended families. 
Shared care situations. 
This section considers the ways in which shared care situations might affect 
students’ school experiences. This is the second sub-theme relevant to girls 
managing their learning from home to school. In Chapter 2, it was argued that the 
proportion of shared care arrangements for families where parents were separated or 
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divorced was increasing, and that there was limited research about the ways in which 
shared care affects school experience.  
In the current study, issues relating to the organisational strategies needed to manage 
homework and assessment when there is a shared care arrangement were identified 
by the three young people who moved/had moved between homes, and by all four 
teachers. Two of the students interviewed had lived in shared care arrangements 
since their parents had separated: Nola (11 years) and Louise (4 years). Mary had 
lived in a shared care arrangement (i.e., moved between households, spending 35% 
to 65% of the time with each parent) for five years directly after her parents 
separated, and had changed to living solely with her mother at the end of the first 
term in Year 8.  
Remarks made by students and teachers in the current study are in line with 
comments made by young people in another Australian study by Cashmore and 
colleagues (2010). However, the comments from the current study raise three issues 
not previously identified in existing research. First, girls use a range of positive 
strategies to organise homework and assessment, and to have appropriate materials 
in readiness for school. They are active and creative in managing this process and 
teachers do assist students with their organisation. The types of organisational 
strategies used are not always the same in both homes. Second, the organisation of 
materials requires young people to manage interpersonal issues between their 
parents. Third, the movement between homes causes issues with school learning, 
which may be more complex than simply leaving materials behind, as there is not 
consistency and continuity of support across households. The timing of movement 
between homes may also impact on consistency and continuity. 
These findings indicate that girls are active managers of the process of moving 
themselves, their school equipment and study materials between homes. There are 
perhaps implications for schools in terms of supporting students’ management 
practices. 
Positive management strategies. 
The issue of managing materials between homes for young people living in a shared 
care situation was identified by all four teachers in their reaction to the opening 
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question in which they were asked to identify issues that young people might raise in 
their interviews with me. Katherine and Nancy identified “problems with 
organisation” and “forgetting” materials when they said: 
I have two students in my Year 8 class whose parents are divorced, and they 
do go between homes, and a couple of times they’ve commented to me about 
problems with organisation, … I’ve left that at someone’s house, I don’t have 
that with me today ... (Nancy) 
I think one of the big ones is … where am I living this week and who am I 
living with, and that mixture of how the two parents are handling that 
situation ... and I forgot my calculator because it’s at Dad’s place and I’m at 
Mum’s this week … I think that tends to be the main issue that comes up ... 
(Katherine) 
These remarks parallel students’ comments about forgetting things, such as:  
You have to be really organised, otherwise you forget heaps of things. I’ve 
had a lot of trouble with remembering assignments … (Louise) 
Sometimes I leave the drafts at Dad’s and then I have the end copy and I 
have to hand it in with the draft and I’m like ... (shrugs). (Louise) 
The teachers expressed awareness of the need for organisation and management, but 
the young people took this a step further, describing the management routines they 
developed at home: 
What we do is like the night before we go to the other parent’s house we 
usually have a basket where we put our stuff in, like what we would need to 
take back to Mum’s or ... and then you would put what you need for school in 
your school bag ... (Nola) 
Sometimes I write sticky notes onto the screen so I can know what I need – 
for like remind myself at Mum’s for when I get to Dad’s. (Nola) 
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After I’d done my homework I’d just like pack my bag and just went through 
everything I was going to do the next week and what I might need so ... 
(Mary) 
It’s always good to be organised and like know … the timetable, I always 
need to … know what the next day is – like … say Tuesday night I was getting 
ready for Mum’s house and say it was day 4 ‘cause I have sport on Day 5, I 
would need to know to pack my sports uniform as well as my formal uniform 
so I would make sure I was being extra organised. (Nola) 
I just check lists and tick it all off and it’s worked for me since high school 
so, yea, it’s been much easier (since I organised myself to have a list system). 
(Louise) 
In a nutshell, the students described well-considered management strategies that 
included: 
 a basket that has essential equipment to travel from one place to the other, which 
is kept separate from other possessions (Nola); 
 preparing checklists, using pen and paper, or which appear on the school-
provided laptop that travels continuously with the student (Louise, Nola);  
 considering timetable and the days ahead, looking beyond books to issues of 
sports and formal uniform requirements on set days (Nola); and 
 a process of organising materials at a set time and in a set way on the night 
before the changeover of households (Mary). 
Much of the research, to date, where young people were interviewed about 
movement between households has focused on difficulties and level of happiness. 
The Cashmore et al. (2010) study found that leaving things behind impacted on how 
positively young people viewed their care arrangements. Their study took data from 
the Australian Institute of Family Studies, and the Australian Bureau of Statistics and 
an online survey of 136 young people aged 6-18 years. Whether a problem was 
created depended on the distance parents lived from each other, the parents’ capacity 
to retrieve the item, and the way parents and others (including teachers) reacted and 
whether it created arguments between parents. The young people in the Cashmore et 
al. (2010) study described various organisational strategies to manage the situation, 
Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 155 
the need to carry things back and forth between homes, and the need to duplicate 
materials in both homes. These practical difficulties are well-documented in a range 
of studies (e.g., Campo, Fehlberg, Millward, & Carson, 2012; Haugen, 2010).  
In contrast, the current study identifies positive strategies used by students. It also 
shows that young people at a school may, indeed, benefit from being able to network 
with other students who are managing shared care arrangements and can share the 
types of organisational strategies that they have found to work. All of the students in 
the study had been managing shared care arrangements for a prolonged period, and 
would have much expertise to share with others in this regard. When the students 
made these comments, it was not with a sense of concern, but rather a sense of pride 
in describing the strategies they used.  
Do teachers at the school assist students to develop these positive management 
strategies? None of the students specifically indicated that they had received help 
from staff at the school in developing routines. Only one teacher, Nancy, described 
when she had done this for students: 
Normally with an informal discussion, you know, about – and not a blame 
game either, more a case of well sweetheart, you’ve still got to get things 
done. And the only person who’s going to be falling behind is you, and 
unfortunately, you’re just going to have to be a bit better organised. So what 
can you put in place, OK you’re at Dad’s today, what do you have on 
tomorrow, make sure you’ve got your things ready for that, what homework 
you’ve got to do – it’s just an informal conversation. (Lois) 
It is possible that the reason Lois was the only teacher who raised this issue was 
because she was the only teacher interviewed who had actually experienced shared 
care herself as a sole parent. I am aware, also, as an insider and middle-manager at 
the school working with the pastoral team, that general pastoral care procedures at 
the school lead to this type of support being given often by Year Level Coordinators, 
after contact from parents regarding family circumstances or teacher reports of 
concern. It may be that the parents of students interviewed had not sought this 
assistance because the students had mothers who worked in schools and were in a 
position to offer help with strategies at home. 
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Interviews showed that the students managed their learning in different ways from 
one household to another. In the following comment, Louise, for example, described 
a need for particular organisational strategies in one household that she was not 
using in the other: 
Well, Mum’s pretty organised, ‘cause she’s a teacher, so she has to be I 
guess, but Dad tends to ... lose track of everything and I have to remind him a 
week before and then, I’ll say the day before and he won’t know what I’m 
talking about, so sometimes hard. (Louise) 
Managing issues between parents. 
The management strategies used by students sometimes led to anxiety or stress, 
which may have been linked to difficulties managing issues between parents. Two 
teachers signified that organisational issues with shared care could lead to anxiety for 
students: 
For example even when a student spends two days or three days with one 
parent then moves across to the second parent, there have been incidences 
where a student’s arrived at school without the right shoes, because the 
shoes were left at the wrong house and it was that time change … where you 
might move from day uniform into sports uniform, so therefore them not 
having the equipment does create stress, it creates anxiety because they’re 
going to be seen as … oh, things are different … (Clare) 
This was supported, also, by Nancy when she said: 
… that causes them some levels of perhaps stress or perhaps anxiety about 
not having things perhaps organised. (Nancy) 
While the students did not articulate this stress or anxiety, they did indicate frantic 
efforts to ensure that assessment materials, uniforms or equipment were taken to 
school. They also explained that ensuring items were gathered together involved 
them coordinating between parents who were separated, and managing associated 
interpersonal relationships. These relationships could sometimes be antagonistic, as 
captured in the following interview exchange:
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Louise - when I’m packing to go places or if I always forget certain sheets or 
books and stuff and it’s really hard that Dad has to come and drop it off or 
yea, vice versa, so, ...  
Interviewer – do your parents live closely – near each other - is it a long way 
to go if you’ve got to drop something off? 
Louise – no, it’s not a long way, it’s just a hassle to sort of call up. 
and later: 
… and it’s sometimes hard to just ask, you don’t want to hurt anybody’s 
feelings there, or if I can go over there to get more help you know. (Louise) 
These comments about girls feeling anxious or stressed in dealing with antagonism 
between their parents as part of getting materials ready for school is in line with the 
findings in the Australian study by Cashmore et al. (2010) discussed earlier. The 
study found that one of the factors impacting on whether leaving things behind was 
seen to be a difficulty was the degree to which it led to arguments between parents. It 
also supports findings in studies by Haugen (2010) and McIntosh, et al. (2011), 
discussed in Chapter 2, that young people are less satisfied with living arrangements 
when they are rigidly adhered to.  
Louise’s comment contrasts with the situation described by Nola, whose parents 
lived in close proximity but with a more amicable relationship between her parents. 
Nola spoke in a matter-of-fact way, in this exchange: 
Nola: Yes, though sometimes I occasionally leave stuff at the other parent’s 
house because we’re usually in a rush for stuff, but other than that I can 
usually get it the next day. 
Interviewer: Does that ever cause you any trouble at school do you think? 
Nola: Um, not really. 
This again highlights the issue of taking care in generalising the examples which 
teachers do pick up; and that young people in shared care arrangements should not 
be considered as a homogenous group, managing a single issue.  
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Consistency and continuity. 
Both students and teachers identified that girls moving from one house to another 
affected learning in more profound ways than the mere issues of materials, 
equipment, or uniform being left behind. Nola raised the idea that moving between 
households mid-week interrupted the focus of her learning. She was commenting 
that one of her friends, who had a week-about arrangement with changeover on the 
weekend, might find it easier to retain focus when she said: 
(after the changeover mid-week) oh, I’ve got to focus now and get stuck into 
all these things that are due (at the end of the week) and … sometimes you 
easily forget things though whereas xxx, (has) the benefit of being at parents 
one week-one week (where) you know it’s at your place (all week) so you can 
get it. (Nola) 
This idea is also picked up by one of the teachers, Clare: 
… disorganisation as well as the lack of continuity in routine, for the students 
themselves, for example having to move from one household to another, 
sometimes day-in-day out …Sometimes if it’s a week by week basis, that’s a 
little more manageable for the student, but just that transitioning and making 
sure that they have all the necessary equipment for their study in one 
household as well as in the second household. (Clare) 
Other research indicates that there is a wide variety of schedules in shared care 
arrangements and that the timing and number of transitions for young people is 
important (Smythe, Rodgers, Allen, & Son, 2012) in satisfaction with arrangements, 
but this research is not applied in a school context. In other words, the literature does 
not address effect of the timing and number of transitions on learning at school (or 
completing homework and being organised with materials). The comment by Nola, 
above, suggested that there might be better continuity of learning at school if there 
was no transition mid-week, and Clare’s comment pointed to the possibility of more 
continuity if arrangements for changeover between homes was in larger time blocks.  
Consistency of assistance by parents with homework was also discussed by students 
and teachers. Two of the students identified that particular parents assisted with 
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particular aspects of their homework and assignment work and that they felt it 
affected their learning when they did not have access to the “most appropriate parent 
at the most appropriate time”: 
Louise commented:  
... also if like my Dad can’t help me with things that Mum can help me with, if 
I’m at Dad’s then I sort of can fall behind or … not get the sort of help I 
need, struggling. (Louise). 
and later 
I just had a religion assignment that if I was at Mum’s I think I would have 
done better because I didn’t quite understand what we had to so I just did it 
to the best of my ability, but I think that if Mum was there to help me that I 
could have done a lot better. (Louise). 
Louise suggested that she received more help with assessment tasks when she was 
living in her mother’s home than she did when she was with her father. Nola raised a 
similar issue, but took it one step further when she implied that her parents both have 
expertise and skills to support her with home tasks, but that they had expertise in 
different areas and she was not always placed in the home with the parent who had 
the best skills at the time she was undertaking particular homework or assessment 
tasks. She said:  
 Well, sometimes, my mum, ‘cause Mum’s an XXX, sometimes and my Dad’s 
an XXX, so Dad more helps me with my maths and Mum more helps me with 
my English and stuff like that, so sometimes if I have like English when I’m 
over at Dad’s, I sometimes prob’ly wouldn’t get as good as I would if I was 
with my Mum, because he’s not - he doesn’t understand English like my mum 
does… (Nola) 
While this issue was not raised by the teachers, two did suggest that lack of 
consistency and continuity in the support given between homes may lead to a 
disorganisation in student learning. Clare commented:  
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It’d be interesting to find out from the students with the organising materials 
would then further lead into the organisation of their own information within 
the subject areas, therefore not that continuity of the information within their 
own learning process and revision. Whether there’s a disorganisation, I 
suppose, in how they’re processing information in the various subject areas 
because of the change from one household to another. (Clare) 
The same type of issue was identified by Nancy:  
I think it’s more in terms of the quality of the work, in that it’s being done 
inconsistently in periodic times rather than, so periodic rather than 
consistently, and it can be the actual materials, but I think it’s also most 
telling when there might be lack of depth because they’re being asked to be 
very independent and just do it on their own without any family support or 
inconsistent support across two family households. So I just see it in terms of 
... less parental involvement on the whole, rather than mismanagement of the 
whole objects and items and things like that. (Nancy) 
Nancy considered a situation where students were managing tasks that needed to be 
processed and developed across time. She argued that a student who was moving 
from one home to another did not have the same parent supporting the student across 
all phases of the task, which could mean that the support was inconsistent (because 
perhaps parents would interpret the task in different ways) or not given at all 
(perhaps because one parent would help the student start the task, but the other 
would not be aware to continue it). Thus she argued that consistency and 
continuation across households applies to the management of tasks and learning, not 
just to items such as materials and equipment. 
The issue of consistency from one household to another was mentioned by the girls 
in another context again. Mary raised the notion of inconsistency between parents’ 
expectations about homework and homework routines: 
 I know that sometimes when I went to my Dad’s – like doesn’t happen with 
my Mum because she knows that, cause she’s a school teacher she knows 
that if you need to do something, school work comes before anything else, so 
but sometimes in the afternoon when I have like heaps of homework like Dad 
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would say oh we’re going to do something with the family, I was like I can’t, 
but he would sort of like force us to go, so we’d be up late doing assignments 
and stuff and not getting it done, getting up at 5.00 o’clock in the morning to 
try and get it done. (Mary) 
Mary indicated in this example that her parents placed differing levels of importance 
on school homework and assessment. Her father insisted that she do family activities 
at a time when she assumed her mother would have placed importance on an 
assignment. It is also of note that, in line with the previous section looking at 
positive management strategies, Mary described the action she took to redress this 
problem. She did not ask the teacher to extend her tasks, but rather got up early in 
the morning to complete the task.  
While the teachers did not make comment on this specific issue, Katherine 
reinforced that routines and expectations vary from household to household for 
students when she says:  
The structure of their life is the main thing, … as to who’s taking me where, 
who’s doing what, what time am I going to bed here, how much can I use the 
internet, just really, it can be just so really simple things. (Katherine) 
In this section on Theme 2, girls managing their learning, two sub-themes were 
explored. First, evidence was provided from the interview transcripts on ways that 
girls whose parents are separated or divorced manage their learning as regards 
homework in general. Second, data revealed girls living in shared care moved 
regularly between households and developed strategies to manage their learning 
which are unique to this group. They managed issues between their parents; and a 
lack of consistency and continuity in support and expectations across households 
affected their experiences at school and their learning.  
One-parent families. 
A third sub-theme about the ways in which girls manage their learning when living 
in one-parent and blended family situations will now be considered. There is some 
evidence in the transcripts that these girls experienced factors arising from their 
162 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
family structure that affected their management of their learning in distinctive ways 
and, in the broader sense, became part of their experience at school. 
Girls in this study showed they were active managers of their homework. They were 
able to manage their learning despite the logistical challenges presented by shared 
care situations. The data also suggest that the girls in one-parent families were 
cognisant of their parent’s time poverty and undertook more household tasks in 
response. 
Five out of the six students in the study lived, or had lived at least part of the time, in 
a one-parent family: 
 Jane lived in a one-parent family with her mother, as her father lived overseas; 
 Maria lived with her mother, and visited her father on weekends with her mother, 
so lived most of the time in a one-parent family; 
 Paula lived in a blended family with her mother and a step-father, having never 
known her father. Living with her step-father was a fairly recent arrangement and 
she had lived most of her life in a one-parent family; and  
 Nola and Louise both lived in a shared care arrangement, but when staying with 
each respective parent, that parent was a sole parent. 
Jane raised the issue of time poverty for sole parents, indicating that she needed to 
independently manage her homework as her mother was too busy to assist. Given 
that Jane’s mother had full time responsibility for two teenage children as their father 
lived overseas, and a full time job, it is perhaps not surprising that there was limited 
time for her to spend assisting her children with homework. In Jane’s words:  
… ‘cause Mum works, all the time, it’s a full time, she doesn’t really have as much 
time … to spend with us ... about our schoolwork. So we can’t really, ask many 
questions. (Jane) 
Jane’s use of the word “as” (“she doesn’t really have as much time”, my emphasis) 
when responding to my question about living in a one-parent family perhaps implies 
that she knew that her mother did not have as much time to spend with other children 
on their homework as other mothers, who were not in paid employment or who were 
not sole parents. When prompted to expand, she added the comment: 
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Ah, usually I get my brother to help me sometimes. Or I just try and solve it myself. 
(Jane) 
In line with Theme 2, which focuses on young people’s management of their 
learning, Jane described seeking help from her brother or problem-solving herself as 
strategies she used to deal with the issue of her mother not having time to help with 
homework. 
Lois, a teacher, mentioned time poverty from her own perspective as a sole-parent. 
At that point in the interview she discussed the importance of teachers taking an 
interest in students in one-parent families, as sole-parents have so many 
responsibilities that “there are things going to get missed”: 
I think it’s as much about somebody showing an interest as it is anything 
else, because seriously, when you’re a single parent, you’re doing so many 
different things, there are things going to get missed, and unless your focus is 
just totally on your children’s experience and looking after them, they’re 
going to miss a lot of things. So, that’s just how it turns out. (Lois)  
Research that considers young people living in one-parent families feeling time poor 
in their relationship with a sole-parent has been reviewed in Chapter 2. In a study by 
Walker et al. (2008), 40 young people living in one-parent families across England, 
Greece and Cyprus were interviewed. One of the conclusions reached was that 
family occasions for young people to spend “quality time” with their sole-parent 
were “infrequent and sporadic”. More research is needed before any conclusions 
could be drawn about whether and to what extent this parental lack of time affects 
learning and academic performance for young people in one-parent families.  
Another issue related to time poverty was raised by Katherine. She identified that 
young people whose parents are separated or divorced may have expectations placed 
on them for household duties or caring responsibilities, which could be higher than 
for those young people in intact or step-families where there are two adults to share 
these responsibilities. She said: 
I suppose I can think of one case where a child, the child is almost basically 
neglected because the mother couldn’t cope and had a young baby and so 
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that baby was getting all the help and that child was expected to, I think to be 
independent and do the cooking and look after the younger brother or sister 
and, particularly if Mum had to go to work or something like that and I 
remember she turned around to me one day and she said I’ve got to go home 
and cook the dinner, otherwise there won’t be any dinner, ‘cause Mum’s not 
in till 8, 9 o’clock at night. (Katherine) 
The incident to which Katherine referred happened when she enquired, quietly, to a 
student about homework being behind. The student responded by describing her 
need to undertake extensive household tasks as her sole-parent would not return 
home from work until late in the evening. This circumstance was reported, second-
hand, from a student at the case study school. The issue of household tasks was not, 
however, focused on by the six students in the study itself. None of the students had 
young siblings who could have needed care where they were living. Doing 
household chores, however, did rate some mention. Jane, for example, perceived 
herself as having to do more household duties than others in a two-parent household 
when she commented, “yea, there’s a lot more household chores ... to do”. Paula 
commented on being busy with family chores in this extract from her interview: 
Interviewer: Sounds like you’re used to doing lots of chores.  
Paula: just try and help Mum 
Interviewer: I guess that, earlier on that with just you and Mum you probably 
got in a pattern of needing to help Mum would you say? 
Paula: Ah yea, yea, definitely (Paula’s emphasis). 
Interviewer: So what sort of chores did you used to do when you were 
younger and how’s that changed as you got older? 
Paula: I always helped Mum with cooking and … I used to unpack the 
dishwasher and I used to clean my room. 
The idea that significant chores might be a regular part of home routines for young 
people in one-parent families was reinforced by Maria, when she said: 
Well, I usually get my homework done before Mum finishes work and so that 
when we get home we can have dinner and mum can do what she wants to do 
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and then I can do what I want to do; and then like Saturday when we come 
back from Dad’s, like clean the house and get everything organised. (Maria) 
Maria was not necessarily making comparisons with household duties undertaken by 
young people in intact families, or implying that her allocation of chores was 
unusual. She was, however, describing a strong level of independence in making 
sure she completed tasks so there was time for her and her mother to relax, and 
appeared to assume automatically that household tasks would be shared between 
herself and her mother. Is this situation any different from that experienced by young 
people living in intact families? 
The contribution of young people to family domestic and child-rearing duties is not 
well-researched in Australia. However, a recent analysis of the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics time use surveys from 1992, 1997, and 2006 (Miller & Bowd, 2012) 
identified that teenagers from two-parent families undertook a small proportion of 
overall family duties, which had fallen over time, but that there was a “minority of 
teenagers (who) shoulder(ed) substantial domestic duties” (p. 175). The teenagers 
also made a stronger contribution when there were young children in the home 
(Miller & Bowd, 2012). Research from the USA specifically on young people from 
one-parent households brings mixed findings. A 1999 longitudinal study used data 
from 825 young people as part of the Youth Development Study across four years. In 
the first year of the study, the young people were in the 9th grade of secondary 
school. It was found that young people in one-parent households spent more time on 
domestic chores than those in two-parent households (Gager, Cooney, & Call, 1999). 
This situation became more pronounced for young people in the senior years of their 
schooling. In a later follow-up study, by Gager, Sanchez, and Demaris (2009), which 
drew on 3,560 households in a national survey of children’s time use, there was no 
difference found in time spent on housework by young people in one-parent or 
blended families than those in two-parent homes. Gager, Sancheq, and Demaris also 
found that young people in shared care did more housework than young people in 
other family types; and that young people tended to do more housework when their 
parent/s were more stressed about their work (i.e., it was the parents’ stress level 
rather than number of work hours which was a possible factor in leading young 
people to do more household tasks). In a British study discussed in Chapter 2, the 
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young people whose parents were divorced reported themselves as being a support 
for their parents. This support “often took the form of greater participation in 
household chores” (Butler, et al., 2002, p. 95). The young people in the study were 
not compared with those in two-parent families, so it is not possible to infer that this 
is an issue unique to one-parent families (just that it does arise in one-parent 
families). 
Given the limited research and that home duties were not a central focus of the 
interviews in the study, it is not possible to draw conclusions regarding whether girls 
living in one-parent households have to manage their home study around more or 
differing child caring or domestic duties. However, it may be that this issue is 
important for a small number of young people and, therefore, should be of concern to 
schools. 
Blended and step-parent families.  
Theme 2, that girls are active managers of their learning has been elaborated, so far, 
with three sub-themes about homework generally, shared care situations and one-
parent family situations. A fourth sub-theme, considering the ways that girls in 
blended and step-families manage their learning, will be developed in this section. It 
will be argued that issues can arise for girls and their learning at school when they 
transition into blended and step-parent families over time. 
Two of the students interviewed had lived in blended or step-families. Paula lived 
with her mother and stepfather (and her stepfather’s daughter visited the family on 
alternate weekends). Mary had belonged to and moved between a one-parent family 
and a blended family in a shared care arrangement until approximately six months 
before the interview, and was currently living solely in a one-parent family with her 
mother. The interview transcripts for these two students indicate issues arising from 
their transition to a blended or step-parent family. Paula and Mary identify some 
common issues in regard to the transition as regards their school learning and 
relationships, but their current feeling about their living situation is quite different 
and will be considered here in light of research regarding transitions for young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
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First, Paula’s situation will be considered. She was asked a number of times during 
the interview to comment on her transition from a one-parent family to a step-family. 
Across the interview, she made comments regarding accommodation, chores and 
interpersonal issues as being factors caused by this transition.  
First, she reflected back to the time of the transition: 
At the start it was kind of hard because we were living in a quite small place 
and like I could hear everything everyone was saying – it was a bit hard to 
study, but once now we’ve moved then it’s a lot better ‘cause like it’s quieter. 
(Paula) 
I didn’t actually ... I didn’t really like him at the start, at all ‘cause like I 
didn’t like know him and that I don’t know I just didn’t like them being 
together, but now I’ve gotten used to it. (Paula) 
She identified an issue of accommodation and its direct link to a lack of space and a 
quiet place for study. She also indicated that her initial feelings of disquiet at having 
her step-father in the family changed to a more positive feeling. Later in the 
interview she talked about her feelings at the current time: 
Interviewer: How has (having a step-father) made things different? 
Paula: Ah, well at Christmas we sometimes go to his family, his place and … 
with like chores – I get a kind of bit less because he does more and ... Mum 
just seems a lot more happier. (smiling) 
Interviewer: ... sounds good, so it’s sort of been much – a positive kind of 
thing, do you think? 
Paula: yea, sometimes. 
Interviewer: Sometimes … Are there any downsides to having more people in 
your family do you think? 
Paula: Well, sometimes we fight a lot, but it gets resolved. 
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In this exchange, Paula identified doing fewer household chores as a positive aspect 
of the transition, and that the addition of a step-parent impacted on the relationships 
in the household. She mentioned that her mother seemed happier, but that there was 
sometimes conflict. 
How had the transition affected Paula’s experiences at school? She had already 
indicated that, early on, accommodation was cramped, and noise and space 
restrictions affected homework; but when asked directly regarding the overall effect 
of the transition two years on, she made this comment: 
Interviewer: Did you ever find at that stage when the changes were 
happening that you needed ... you found it hard to do schoolwork or 
homework or any of those things? 
Paula: No, it didn’t really affect me, I really like getting good marks, I can’t 
stand failing or things like that. 
Interviewer: so you wouldn’t let it distract you from what was really 
important.  
Paula: No! 
The comments here relate to the analytic theme under consideration: that girls 
actively manage their learning. Paula acknowledged that a family transition led to 
some concerns for her, but indicated that she found ways to continue to work at 
school and at home to meet deadlines and to achieve strong grades. When asked 
directly whether she found things hard she did not identify problems or concerns, but 
rather identified that she found solutions for herself. 
The second student who had lived in a step-family or blended family, Mary, brought 
a different experience to the discussion. During Mary’s interview, she discussed a 
transition from step- to blended family. Mary had lived in a shared care arrangement 
for five years, moving between households in a 50/50 pattern. Just six months ago, 
the arrangement changed so that she was living solely with her mother and saw her 
father infrequently. In the interview, she was not forthcoming regarding all of the 
reasons for this change of care pattern, but it can be inferred from her comments that 
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it was after her father and step-mother had a baby (i.e., transition from step- to 
blended family). Considering the time frames, this was also around the time of 
starting secondary school. The extracts below document Mary’s comments about this 
transition: 
Well, it was sort of like having a quiet place because I sort of need quiet to 
do my work ... cause there was always like my baby sister running around 
upstairs ... people shouting and stuff upstairs yea, so, cause I just moved 
downstairs this year as well, so and I’ve been having trouble sleeping down 
there so, you know I was tired as well, which didn’t ... help. (Mary) 
I don’t really stay with my dad anymore because, you know, something that 
happened this year (looking uncomfortable) and also because it’s just, it’s a 
bit hard to get my work done over there so … I stay with my Mum now. 
(Mary) 
I sort of moved to my Mum’s house, like full time because I was having a bit 
of trouble getting my homework done at Dad’s… just because it was so loud 
over there ... and it was a bit crowded, so I couldn’t really study or anything 
... but at Mum’s it’s just a lot more .... you know, relaxed and ... a lot more 
quiet to do my work, so, compared to the first term I think my grades are ... 
improving a lot. (Mary) 
In these comments, Mary identified the issue of a transition impacting on her home 
study, in terms of noise and crowding. She mentioned “moving downstairs”, which 
may imply she needed to do this because of her new half-sibling; feeling tired as she 
was not sleeping well; finding it hard to “get (her) work done”; and that it was 
“loud” and “crowded”. There is some similarity with the words used by Jane in 
describing a new step-parent when Mary said the house had been “noisy”, and that 
the house was “small” and it was “hard to study”. However, in Paula’s case the 
situation gradually became better when the family moved to different 
accommodation. Paula was also dealing with a less complex family structure as she 
was not moving between households. In contrast, Mary's difficulties in managing the 
circumstances of the transition to a blended family were not resolved and led to a 
change in her family care arrangements. Once the living arrangements were changed, 
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Mary felt more relaxed. It is possible that Mary managed her difficulties with the 
transition into a blended family by working with her parents to change her pattern of 
living arrangements.  
There is a growing body of research that considers the importance of transition in the 
lives of young people whose parents are separated or divorced. Work from the 
University of Leeds in the UK is particularly pertinent to the issues arising from the 
interview transcripts for these two students. In one report of this research, in which 
60 young people aged 11-17 years were interviewed and followed-up for three to 
four years, the nature of the changes in the lives of the young people across time 
after their parents divorced and their reaction to this change was analysed 
(Flowerdew & Neale, 2003). The authors concluded that the capacity of young 
people to manage the transitions in their family constellations was affected by the 
management, timing, and pace of change in their lives. Multiple transitions could see 
young people struggle, but this did depend on the quality of family relationships and 
the other factors in the lives of the young person. It is possible that Mary’s difficulty 
in managing the transitions to blended family could perhaps have related to factors in 
her relationship with her father (and the relationship between her parents), multiple 
transition with changes in both families and start of secondary school, or other 
factors in her life. 
In a different analysis of the same interview sample, a later study considered the 
stories told by the young people of their parents’ divorce (Smart, 2006). In the 
analysis of the narratives, the stories of the young people were analysed and grouped 
according to the complexity of the family structure the young people were living in, 
and the level of emotional contentment. Paula’s account is similar to the narratives 
identified by Smart as an “uncomplicated structure and contented account” (p. 160), 
as she was in a comfortable pattern of family constellation and relationships were 
positive. Mary’s comments in the transcript, however, might see her account as more 
of a “complicated structure and unhappy account” (p. 165), where issues relating to 
her parent’s separation have been “superseded by larger events that followed”, and 
events, emotions and relationships are unsettled. The accounts of the students in the 
current study lend weight to Smart’s conclusion regarding the multi-layered nature 
of the experiences of young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
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In summary, the work in these two studies, that of Flowerdew and Neale (2003) and 
of Smart (2006), considered in light of the comments made by Paula and Mary, 
serves to highlight that girls whose parents separated or divorced some time ago may 
have continuing transitions that may affect their learning at school or at home. 
Assumptions cannot be made that girls will struggle in all step- or blended families 
experiencing transition, but certainly there is potential for these situations to affect 
the strategies used by the students to manage their learning. In an Australian study, 
there is a further link to wellbeing (Lodge & Alexander, 2010). This large scale 
study drew on data from 10,000 families, with survey and interview data from young 
people aged 9 to 15 years. Young people who had “experienced changes in their 
arrangements rated their health less positively than did adolescents experiencing no 
change” (p. 61). It may be that young people experiencing a succession of events 
leading to their living in a complex structure and feeling unhappy--as in the 
discussion by Smart 2006 and the comments made by Mary in the current study--
may be more likely to change residency pattern and self-report lower wellbeing. 
Theme 3: Girls want Teachers to be Understanding, and Respect Family 
Privacy 
Two central themes from the interview data have been discussed thus far: that girls 
feel emotion regarding their families while at school; and that girls manage their 
learning. A third theme also emerged regarding family privacy. The students were 
asked to give advice to teachers regarding how they thought teachers should work 
with young people whose parents were separated or divorced. There was a strong 
focus in the student responses. They expressed that teachers should be understanding 
if young people had difficulty managing issues related to their families. At the same 
time, they explained that they did not want to discuss their family situation at school 
and wanted their privacy respected. In this section, the comments made by students 
and teachers on these issues will be analysed, and then related to research on privacy, 
compartmentalisation of school and home, and resilience. 
Teachers being understanding. 
How do girls want teachers to react to students having difficulties at home? Louise, 
Nola and Maria wanted teachers to be “understanding” if they were having troubles 
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in their family that were affecting their ability to do homework and to keep up with 
their work. Their comments were as follows: 
… so if we’re falling behind or anything, just to have that understanding, 
leeway there… just the knowledge that teachers are there. (Louise) 
If their parents are like fighting the child was like … couldn’t do their 
homework they should like understand - going Yea OK, just make sure you 
do it at lunchtime or do it another time but make sure you do it. (Nola) 
Just be really supportive, just be understanding, you know like if you forget 
something don’t go down too hard. (Maria) 
In each case, the students used the word “understanding” to describe the way in 
which teachers can work with young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
They mentioned understanding in regard to meeting deadlines, doing homework, or 
forgetting things. They also asked for leeway, that task time may need to be extended 
and that the teachers not “go down too hard”. The section on homework and 
assessment gave some examples to show that this type of consideration is given by 
teachers at the case study school.  
The students only gave scant information about the exact form this “understanding” 
should take, or the specific type of family difficulty that might lead to a need for 
understanding. Two girls, however, discussed situations specifically where teachers 
had given help. Maria described a teacher giving help with a science project when 
her father was ill. Mary described a feeling of thankfulness when a pastoral care 
teacher noticed a difference in her demeanour and asked if she could help. Maria did 
not accept the teacher’s offer of help, but appreciated that the teacher had noticed. 
She said: 
My homeroom teacher, XXX ... I think she sort of knew something was up and 
she told me that I could talk to her whenever I wanted to … and she’s really 
nice and she’s one of the staff that I really like, .... and I talked to her briefly 
… (a) few weeks ago about it, ‘cause she wanted to know how I was ‘cause 
she sort of noticed a difference in me this term ... (Mary) 
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Mary acknowledged that she appreciated the teacher noticing a difference in her and 
let her know that she could talk to the teacher if she wanted. This action led to Mary 
initiating a brief conversation with the teacher about her family at a later time. 
Mary’s excerpt has a strong parallel in an example given by one of the teachers 
(Lois). This example was already raised in the section about young people feeling 
emotion at school. She said:  
I actually had a parent thank me for doing that, exactly that. Their daughter 
had come in, just looked paler, I gave her a big hug, said you travelling OK, 
anything I can help you with, and she just needed a hug, she hung on for dear 
life. (Lois) 
In this example, the teacher noticed that the student “looked paler” and reacted by 
giving a hug. As with the previous example, there was not a discussion of what was 
happening in the family, rather there was teacher recognition of the student 
difficulties and a caring response.  
In sum, the students want the teachers to show understanding when the students have 
family difficulties. This understanding may be demonstrated by teachers through 
giving leeway on deadlines, indicating to the student that they have noticed they are 
perhaps struggling, or in gestures of kindness.  
Teachers respecting girls’ privacy. 
Alongside the expressed desire of the students for teachers to be understanding, was 
a strong sense that they wanted their privacy about family matters to be respected. 
Jane, Mary and Nola discussed privacy directly, indicating a reticence about 
discussing their family situation with teachers because to do so might cause them to 
be upset or to feel embarrassed if other students found out about their family. There 
was an indication that the young people wanted to have control over the disclosure 
and discussion of family information at school. Jane made the following comment: 
Interviewer: Do you find yourself ever talking to your teachers about your 
family situation, or not? 
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Jane: not really but if it comes up, I sort of like, talk about it (very quiet) 
sometimes … I don’t really want to talk about because it makes me upset. But 
if I don’t get upset I’m free to talk about and ask things of them. (hesitant) 
(Jane) 
Jane indicated in her comment that she would not initiate conversation with teachers 
about her family situation because to do so would lead her to become upset. Nola 
suggested that she would “have a quiet word” with her teacher about family matters, 
but did not want other students to know details. She said: 
… ‘cause sometimes a student might not want the other students to know … 
about it but they could like, I don’t know, have a quiet word to the teacher or 
just like do something to show that they’re feeling uncomfortable or like not 
letting the whole class know. (Nola) 
Nola’s comment that she did not want other students to be aware of her family 
circumstances was complemented by Lois’ thoughts from a teacher perspective: 
Another thing I’ve observed is that they aren’t very confident about being 
open about having shared family arrangements. They’ll tell me one-on-one, 
when the other girls can’t hear, or only a small group can hear … because 
they’re a bit embarrassed or not feeling confident to share that kind of thing 
with the whole class. (Lois) 
Another teacher commented about students being hesitant as regards family matters, 
more in the context of feeling unsure about their social environment rather than 
embarrassment specifically: 
They seem to have a lack of certainty in Grade 8 … trying to find their feet 
when they know that their family background’s a little bit different to 
everybody else’s... and I see them questioning ... am I participating … the 
way the others are able to do, am I doing my homework the way that others 
are doing, so I sort of see them questioning ah, the way that they participate 
at school compared to the other students. (Nancy) 
As well as feeling reticent about sharing information with teachers about family, 
students indicated that they wanted to have control over the way the information was 
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shared. Mary used the phrase “respect their privacy” specifically when asked about 
whether she ever talked to her teachers about her family situation. She said:  
… respect their privacy and if they do want to talk about it they will and just, 
you can say to them, like I can, whenever you need me I can talk about 
whatever’s going on, so that’s pretty much it because you know everyone’s 
different but I kind of like privacy. (Mary) 
Mary implied with this comment that she wanted to have control over discussions 
about privacy. She appreciated teachers being open to conversation about family 
matters, but wanted to initiate these conversations herself. 
Hence, the students indicated a desire for teachers to be understanding, but to respect 
their privacy regarding the discussion of family matters at school. They indicated 
that they did not want to talk to teachers about family matters because it may lead 
them to feel upset, or lead to embarrassment if other students become aware of their 
circumstances. The girls also indicated that they wanted to have control over the 
disclosure of information about their families.  
The concept that young people want understanding and tolerance of difference 
regarding their family difficulties from teachers and staff in schools is confirmed in 
recent research regarding young people who have experienced homelessness (Moore 
& McArthur, 2011), been looked after or been in care (Brewin & Statham, 2011; 
Harker, Dobel-Ober, Lawrence, Berridge, & Sinclair, 2003), parents who have 
problems with alcohol or drug use (Adamson & Templeton, 2012; Homila, Itapusito, 
& Ilva, 2011; Moore, Noble-Carr, & McArthur, 2010), and lived in a family headed 
by same-gender parents (Lindsay, et al., 2006; van Gelderen, Gartrell, Bos, van 
Roojj, & Hermanns, 2012). 
An examination of the findings of this research in relation to the current study 
provides valuable insight into the implications of the issue of privacy of family 
information, and the issues of dealing with emotions at school and managing 
learning. Of particular interest is a UK study, where 23 young people aged between 
eight years and their mid-20s were interviewed in focus groups regarding their views 
on managing issues associated with their parents’ alcohol abuse (Adamson & 
Templeton, 2012). The role of school was a focus for discussion. The young people 
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identified that appropriate schools responses to family difficulties is not 
straightforward. The authors commented:  
For some, it is a means of escape from their home lives and somewhere 
where they do not necessarily want to talk about what is going on; while for 
others it is a general or specific source of support from teachers and/or peers 
in a range of ways. (Adamson & Templeton, 2012, p. 75) 
The ideas expressed in this quote correspond with the comments made by the girls in 
this current study, in terms of young people receiving understanding or support and 
not wanting to talk about their family at school. The quote also suggests that young 
people may see school as a “means of escape”. This notion of compartmentalising 
school and home so that school becomes an “escape” is also an issue that has arisen 
in the transcripts of the current study. In three of the interviews, there is a sense that 
students may deliberately want to separate their experiences at home from their 
experiences at school. Nola raised the issue that a student might feel relieved to be at 
school, away from a difficult issue at home, with this comment: 
… coming to school to ... get away from all the yelling and stuff. (Nola) 
There is a sense in this comment of school being a safe place--a refuge. Mary raised 
this issue also, when she said: 
I’d just sort of try and split between home life and school life and just sort of 
if you have problems in the morning then just deal with it when you get home. 
(Mary) 
Mary signified in this comment that she “split” her home life and her school life, 
focusing on school during the day. She implied that she did not want to talk about or 
deal with her family issues while she was at school, but wanted to compartmentalise 
her family and school lives.  
The students in the study made some comments suggesting resilience in the context 
of this compartmentalisation. Resilient children have been described as those who 
“bounce back having endured adversity” (Gilligan, 2000, p. 37). Louise gave the 
following advice to teachers in working with young people whose parents are 
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separated or divorced, giving a sense of this type of “bouncing back” when she 
commented: 
Be understanding and know that I’ll get over it eventually, I just need to. 
(Louise) 
The student who made the strongest comments concerning the idea of separating 
home and school was Paula. Paula had a family constellation a little different to the 
other students in that she had never known her father. She stated clearly that she did 
not want to discuss her family at school and declared “when I got to school I was a 
different person”.  
The idea of compartmentalisation was not discussed in depth by the teachers, but 
was validated by Lois, who commented about school as a safe place that provided a 
break for students from dealing with family issues: 
Often that’s the best way out. Come to school because I want to forget what’s 
going on at home, and …, school is my solace and I’m with my friends and 
they’ll tell you that, that I’m with my friends at school here and I feel safe 
and I can forget all about that until I have to go home tonight... to deal with 
it. (Lois) 
During the teacher interviews, the teachers were shown a list of themes from the 
student interviews, which included the students wanting understanding, yet privacy. 
When the teachers were shown the list, three of them (Lois, Katherine and Clare) 
indicated by their comments a sense of frustration. They implied that it was difficult 
for teachers to be understanding of students’ difficulties if the teachers were not 
aware of the problems. For example, Lois commented:  
On one hand they don’t want you to know anything and on the other they 
want all the consideration and compassion that’s part and parcel of that ... 
they don’t see that you can’t really have one without the other, really, you’ve 
got to be disclosing or not... because otherwise, if we don’t know … we’re 
not mind-readers … do the best we can do. (Lois) 
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Katherine indicated that her own (adult) daughters had told her after they had 
completed school that they rarely confided any details about their one-parent family 
situation at school: 
They said, well most people don’t know we haven’t got a Dad, Mum, we 
haven’t told them – we talk around it sort of thing, most people don’t know 
we haven’t got a Dad at home. And that really woke me up to the fact that 
that would be the case for a lot of people, they want to be seen as normal, as 
much as they can and normal means, like the world thinks everyone’s got a 
Mum and Dad at home. So they don’t want to be broadcasting that – sure, 
their friends and all that know, but there’s a limit to what it is … (Katherine) 
She expressed frustration at the thought that there may be young people in her 
classes managing difficult home situations who needed some leeway at school, but 
would not feel they could speak to her. She could then inadvertently add to the 
students’ worries, by insisting, for example, that homework was completed. Later in 
the interview, she suggested that teachers needed to have good communication with 
students so that students would feel they could quietly seek teacher help when she 
said: 
… that somehow trying to get that communication going between the student 
and the teacher, so that when things are not going well at home, when things 
haven’t worked out, that it’s not that initial, you’ve been naughty, get roused 
upon, can we somehow quietly … but I think that privacy bit is really really 
important, very very important to them. (Katherine) 
There was a proposal by these three teachers (Clare, Katherine and Lois) that 
perhaps there could be a process whereby staff could have access to more 
information about students who were struggling with complex family situations. In 
the case study school, teachers receive confidential information about students with a 
disability or illness and the teachers denoted that family information could be shared 
in the same way. Clare made the following comment:  
I think it, it’s a very difficult one because the confidentiality issue is of 
incredibly high importance ... it’s a bit like our confidential memo’s I 
suppose that go out on the students who have the learning deficits. I think 
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sometimes we also need to be made aware of ... if a particular family 
situation is in place, but only to those teachers who have that student, not 
necessarily to the whole school community, so it requires a little bit more 
managing. How we deliver that information and how much of that 
information needs to be discussed as well. (Clare) 
Clare identified concern, also, that some parents did not disclose information 
regarding their family situation when their daughters were enrolling, because they 
were worried that such disclosure may negatively impact on their admission to the 
school. This, in turn, might reinforce to young people that family matters were not to 
be discussed at school. Lois raised this same issue--parents guiding their children to 
keep information quiet out of their own fear of judgement, or feelings of 
embarrassment.  
It is evident from the analysis of interview data that girls want their family privacy to 
be respected. It appears that family matters were not discussed often at school and 
that girls may actively try to hide details of family matters from the school. In this 
section it has been argued that girl’s desire for privacy may stem from feelings that: 
 they do not want to talk about their family at school as it may make them feel 
upset; 
 they feel embarrassed, and do not want others to see them as different; 
 they want to leave family issues behind and concentrate at school; or 
 they do not want to make their parents feel embarrassed. 
The interviews gave evidence that girls want teachers to be understanding of the 
difficulties they may be experiencing; but to support them in a sensitive way which 
respects their desire for family matters to be kept private.  
Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the results of the thematic analysis of the interview 
transcripts from six girls whose parents are separated or divorced and from four 
teachers, in consideration of the first research question: What are the school 
experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced? The results paint a 
picture of the experiences of girls as they interact with teachers, participate in class 
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activities and organise themselves to bring the appropriate materials and uniform to 
school and to complete homework and assessment. Three themes have been 
discussed as arising from the thematic analysis and considered in light of other 
research. First, girls feel emotions about their families while at school. There has 
been some evidence provided that these emotions lead to behavioural responses, 
such as emotional behaviour, distractibility, uncharacteristic behaviours, or reflection 
from class activities. Second, girls develop and use active management strategies in 
order to meet homework and assessment expectations. The types of management 
strategies used may vary according to the girl’s family structure: shared care 
situations, one-parent family situations, or blended or step-family situations. Third, 
girls want teachers to understand at times when family issues impact on their 
schooling, but want teachers to respect their privacy and give them control over the 
disclosure of family information. Chapter 6 considers the implications of these 
findings, and will explore the second research question: What are the implications 
for practice in schools at this intersection of school and family? 
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Chapter 6: Implications for Practice 
Introduction 
This study used an embedded single case study design to examine the school 
experiences of girls whose parents were separated or divorced. In keeping with the 
conceptual framework of the study, and drawing on conceptual understandings from 
childhood studies and children’s rights, data collection and analysis revealed three 
key themes: the girls feel emotions about their family while at school; they are active 
managers of their learning across home and school; and they want teachers to be 
understanding of their family situation and respectful about family privacy. The 
findings of this exploratory study have raised some new issues about the intersection 
of these experiences at home and at school. The purpose of this chapter, Chapter 6, is 
to consider the implications of these findings for practice in schools. In doing so, I 
address the second research question:  
What are the implications for practice in schools? 
This research is an exploratory qualitative case study, drawing on the views of a 
small number of students and teachers in one site. While it is not appropriate to make 
generalisable recommendations for all schools, it is pertinent to consider the body of 
literature available on young people whose parents are separated or divorced 
alongside the themes identified in the interviews in the study and to draw some 
conclusions about possible responses by schools to the issues raised by the girls and 
their teachers. So too, it is appropriate to reflect on the contributions of the study. 
This chapter has three sections as follows: (i) considerations of a strengths-based 
resilience approach; (ii) considerations for schools to develop a culture of 
understanding and respect for the diversity of families; and (iii) consideration of the 
study’s contribution. 
A Strengths-based Resilience Approach for Teachers 
The third theme raised in Chapter 5 was that girls wanted teachers to be 
understanding and respect family privacy, perhaps by acknowledging that homework 
or class work might be delayed, or their behaviour uncharacteristic, due to family 
circumstances. That said, rarely did the students actively seek special consideration 
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from their teachers. Teachers were surprised by this finding. They gave some 
examples of situations where they had shown this type of understanding; for 
example, giving leeway on homework after students had disclosed a family issue. All 
four teachers reported they had granted such leeway. They also reported offering 
comfort to students when they seemed upset. However, it was not entirely clear what 
additional “understanding” the young people wanted or the extent and nature of this 
understanding. In terms of their teachers’ roles, it seemed the girls preferred 
encouragement rather than support. They did not want to have in-depth discussion 
with the teachers, they simply required “understanding”. At the same time, the girls 
gave a clear message that they wanted teachers to respect their personal privacy and 
to avoid bringing up their family situation, unless the student had initiated it.  
In the interviews, three of the four teachers expressed frustration regarding this 
proposal made by the students. In particular, Clare, Katherine and Lois suggested 
that they understood the importance of and wanted to show they respected the 
privacy of the young people, but felt that they could not be expected to show 
understanding unless they were appraised of relevant circumstances. This would 
seem to be a valid concern, especially in the light of the school’s focus on equity. 
Still, there remains a quandary: how exactly do girls want teachers to work with 
them? And what is the most appropriate response for teachers? What is the 
appropriate balance between offering support and respecting privacy? To what extent 
should schools engage in “compartmentalising” by focusing on academics and not 
on family circumstances? In this section, I will address these questions by drawing 
on research regarding resiliency, school connectedness and depression to augment 
the themes arising from student and staff interviews. It will be argued that there are 
links between principles of strengths approaches to resilience, the children’s rights 
approach which frames the study, study findings, and the recommendation in this 
section for the use of what is described as a strengths-based resilience approach for 
teachers. 
Resilience theory provides a framework for considering how young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced might move forward with their learning and 
relationships at school, despite feelings of grief at times of high or multiple 
transitions and a need for organisational strategies to manage their homework and 
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assessment. In chapter 2,  resilient young people were defined as those who “bounce 
back having endured adversity” (Gilligan, 2000, p. 37).  
Early resilience research followed a deficit model, assuming that schools and other 
support services ought to focus on identifying young people who were facing 
circumstances that placed them at risk, and use strategies to support their learning 
and development (e.g., Hawkins, 1992). In recent times, researchers and educators 
have moved away from this model, in part through concern that labelling of young 
people considered to be at risk due to life circumstances may lead to stereotyping 
and a lowering of teacher expectations. This labelling, in turn, was thought to detract 
from the ability of the young people to set strong positive goals and to achieve well 
at school (Benard, 1999; Calabrese, Hummel, & San Martin, 2007; Malindi, 2012).  
Current resilience research has moved to a model of strengths-recognition. 
Practitioners using a strengths approach focus on the positive capacity of people who 
face adversity to rise above adversity and to be responsible for the process of change 
which leads to improvement in life circumstances (e.g., McCashen, 2005). A 
strengths approach focuses on the social justice principles of “power with” rather 
than over, respect and “ownership” (McCashen, 2005, p. 29). These principles are 
also in line with the children’s rights perspectives framing the study in Chapter 3, 
where young people are seen to have rights to participate in decisions which impact 
on them (Shier, 2006). 
Resilience researcher, Benard (1999), produced a review of evidence to show three 
major factors considered protective in assisting all young people towards life and 
academic competence, despite adversity. These are caring relationships; high 
expectation messages from those in school and support roles; and opportunities for 
participation and contribution. In later research, Benard and Slade (2009) suggested 
that school environments providing these protective factors are linked with stronger 
resilience in young people. 
The idea that young people who believe that adults and peers care about them might 
be better able to manage adversity is also supported in research about a quality 
known as school connectedness. School connectedness occurs when young people at 
school perceive that adults and peers care about them and their learning. This quality 
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has been identified by Banato (2011) and the Centre for Disease Control and 
Protection (2009) as linking to resilience. Benard and Slade (2009) argue that 
schools fostering this belief in young people have staff who believe in the positive 
potential of all young people, regardless of their backgrounds.  
Recent research by Possel, Rudasik, Sawyer, and Spence (2013) on schools 
providing support for young people suffering depression provides further support for 
a strengths-based resilience approach. In a longitudinal quantitative study of 4,341 
Australian secondary students from Years 8-12 (aged 12-18 years), the students self-
reported on measures of depression and teacher support each year for five years. The 
study found that, in the first years of secondary school, students with average and 
high numbers of stressful life events benefited from teacher support. However, there 
was an indication in the data that well-intentioned teacher support could show 
negative consequences in terms of levels of depression for students experiencing low 
numbers of stressful events. This finding supports an approach in schools where 
teachers set high expectations for young people managing stressful events (such as 
separation of parents and transition in families). However, in times of very critical 
stress (e.g., during initial separation of parents or multiple transition), more active 
intervention by schools may be appropriate.  
How does research on resilience and depression relate to the findings of the study? In 
Chapter 5, the third theme was that girls want teachers to understand their family 
and, at the same time, to respect their privacy. The resilience research discussed here 
suggests that, if teachers are to facilitate young people to rise above the issues they 
face in their families, in a strengths-based approach they would treat the young 
people kindly and with understanding, but set high expectations for all and give the 
young people opportunities to participate in decision-making. In other words, 
teachers would do exactly what the girls in the current study have identified as 
appropriate and what is shown in Theme 3 of the findings in Chapter 5: to be 
understanding, but to facilitate them to continue to participate in school activities. 
The notions underlying a children’s rights perspective, which underlie the study and 
are described in Chapter 3, are also important, as it is the young people’s choice that 
their family matters be kept private. They are, in effect, asking for the right to 
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participate in decisions when they are asking for the right to make decisions about 
whether and when issues about their families are discussed at school.  
However, the teachers’ concerns that they were unable to provide understanding and 
kindness in regard to the young people’s family situations (if they were not made 
aware of those situations) also relates to resilience research. Strengths-based 
resilience models do not imply that young people dealing with difficulty should not 
have their individual support needs met, but rather that teachers should do this with 
the aim of  empowering the young people to help themselves. Masten, Herbers, 
Cutuli, and Lafabor (2008) identify the importance of timely intervention as part of 
their development approach to resilience. Benard and Slade (2009) discuss the 
importance of schools and teachers providing “critical supports and opportunities” 
(p. 355). They argue that critical supports cannot be provided in an atmosphere of 
secrecy, so these writers are implying that the desire of young people to keep family 
life private should not be taken to a level where the young people are unable to 
access support at critical times and when they indicate they need it. The teachers’ 
concerns about being unable to show understanding if they are not made aware of 
issues are directly in line with this research. They are, in effect, identifying that there 
may be a balance point between respecting privacy and supporting resilience, and the 
pivot point may constitute offering assistance at a time of critical need. 
This idea of a balance point for young people is identified by Ward (2004; 2006), 
demonstrating that young people who are facing adversity need to be treated as 
“ordinary competent children and to discover that this can be satisfying for them”; 
and that they should be “subject to normal expectations rather than having 
allowances made which might emphasise their sense of being different” (Ward, 
2004, p. 211). This point is directly in line with the research already discussed and 
the third theme from Chapter 5, that girls want teachers to respect their privacy and 
allow them to normalise their experiences at school.  
Ward also argued, however, that young people cannot feel normal in their 
surroundings until after their “special and very individual needs have been 
understood and addressed” (Ward, 2006, p. 338). Thus, when the young people in 
the study make a plea for teachers to understand, while at the same time wanting 
family privacy to be respected, they are perhaps indicating a desire for normality at 
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school, alongside an admission that at some times they feel grief, and that their needs 
for security and comfort may not have been met. The Chapter 2 literature review 
points to times of multiple changes (Flowerdew & Neale, 2003), and to the initial 
break-up of parents (Hogan, et al., 2003) as examples of transitions in which young 
people would need this critical support.  
It is argued, therefore, that the best way for teachers to work with young people 
whose parents are separated or divorced is to set high expectations, treat them kindly 
by responding positively if they disclose that they need leeway, and to respect the 
young people’s desire to make choices regarding this disclosure. There will be times, 
however, when targeted support is appropriate and the research indicates that schools 
are well placed to work with students and families when it becomes apparent that 
young people are managing multiple or difficult transitions or during the initial 
phase of parental separation. School counsellors are in an ideal  position to work 
with young people to determine the supports most appropriate for each particular 
situation (Highet & Jamieson, 2007). There is little research, however, to draw on to 
identify exactly what form a targeted intervention should take. However, some 
possible supportive actions based on the comments of teachers in this study, and 
augmented by my own knowledge of school systems are as follows:  
 individual, confidential counselling provided by a school counsellor, 
psychologist, guidance officer or chaplain, should the student wish this type of 
support (Highet & Jamieson, 2007);  
 notification to teachers and pastoral care staff that the young person is 
emotionally vulnerable and may need leeway on homework, assessment, or 
behaviours, providing only information that the young person has identified as 
appropriate (Clare and Lois from the current study); 
 centralised coordination by pastoral and curriculum managers to reduce 
assessment or subject load if this is warranted. For students in the Senior Phase 
of Learning in Queensland (Years 11 and 12, the final years of schooling), 
special provisions should be applied to assessment for young people who provide 
appropriate documentation of difficulties coming from family matters under 
guidelines from the Queensland Studies Authority (Queensland Government, 
Queensland Studies Authority, 2012); and 
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 specifically targeted interventions run by specialists at the school, but outside 
hours and not taught by teachers (e.g., Good Grief, 2013). 
In summary, this section has considered a strengths-based resilience approach for 
teachers where caring relationships are established with students, high expectations 
are set and young people are empowered to decide how and when family matters are 
discussed. Within this approach, there is scope for intervention for young people in 
times of critical stress, such as an initial separation of parents or multiple transitions. 
Table 8 below identifies the ways in which the following factors have linked 
together in this section: research findings about strengths based approaches, the 
children’s rights model which is part of the conceptual framework of the study, the 
findings of the study and the recommendation in this section for a strengths-based 
resilience approach for teachers. 
Table 8: Links between resilience research, children’s rights model, study findings, and study 
recommendation for a strengths-based resilience approach for teachers 
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Culture of Understanding and Respect for Diversity and Transition in Families 
The second implication for schools, in light of the review of literature in Chapter 2 
and the findings discussed in Chapter 5, is for schools to take explicit steps to 
develop or strengthen a culture of understanding and respect for the diversity and 
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transition in families. The concept of respect for diversity was embedded in the 
Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians, signed by all 
Australian education ministers in December 2008. It announced that “all Australian 
governments and all school sectors must provide all students with access to high-
quality schooling that is free from discrimination based on gender, language, sexual 
orientation, pregnancy, culture, ethnicity, religion, health or disability, 
socioeconomic background or geographic location” (Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008, p. 7). This view is 
supported by the Department of Education, Training and Employment in its Inclusive 
Education Policy Statement, which comments that, “Inclusive education … builds 
communities that value, celebrate and respond to diversity. It is underpinned by 
respectful relationships between learners and school community members” 
(Queensland Government Department of Education, Training and Employment, 
2013).  
Why is inclusion important? As discussed in Chapter 5, in considering girl’s 
reflection from class activities, there was evidence that girls whose parents are 
separated or divorced may feel embarrassed to discuss a change in family 
circumstances or family issues impacting on their learning with staff at school. If the 
notion of separation and divorce in families is normalised, so that young people are 
all explicitly made aware of the diversity in families and the availability of 
encouragement and support at the school, students whose parents are separated or 
divorced may find it easier to talk about their families with peers and teachers and to 
identify an appropriate level of information to disclose. Students living in intact 
families would be better informed (and perhaps more understanding) when 
discussing family matters with peers living in diverse family arrangements. Given 
the high proportion of young people who live in non-traditional families (Currie, et 
al., 2012), it can be argued that it is inappropriate for young people whose parents 
are separated or divorced to feel they are somehow different to other students and for 
such feelings to impede their progress at school. As indicated in Chapter 1, 
approximately one in five young people in Australia aged 1-17 years have a parent 
living elsewhere (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Young people in these 
families should not be considered a small minority.  
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How can schools support the development of a more inclusive school community? 
Carrington and Robinson (2006), education specialists and researchers working on 
inclusivity, identified the following three principles as being important: 
 schools working with students, empowering them with opportunities for 
decision-making; 
 schools valuing and collaborating with parents; and 
 teachers being supported to critically engage with inclusive ideals and practices. 
In Chapter 2, an example was given from the study by Brown et al. (2010) of a 
proactive and inclusive approach to family diversity in a school. One teacher 
respondent in that study identified a particular school that provided staff education 
and parent orientation programs regarding parental separation and divorce, a school 
policy to define communication protocols, and counselling services for students 
whose parents were separated or divorced. It is not contended here that schools are 
necessarily failing to use inclusive practices as regards family diversity, but rather 
that there is a lack of research available to underpin professional practice in this area.  
There was evidence of family inclusive practices at the case study school in the 
student and teacher interview transcripts. The description of findings given in 
Chapter 5 included examples from both students and teachers of understanding and 
kindness shown towards girls managing issues and transitions arising from parental 
separation and divorce. In fact, all teachers gave examples of ways in which they 
responded to the issue of family diversity by supporting students having difficulty 
completing homework as a result of family issues. Two teachers explained tailoring 
content in their teaching to be sensitive towards particular family situations (Clare, 
Lois). All teachers indicated an awareness of current legal and social issues facing 
families impacted by separation or divorce through their discussion of shared care 
arrangements. The recommendations in this section for strategies in working to 
empower young people, valuing and collaborating with parents, and supporting 
teachers to critically engage with inclusive ideals and practices would serve to 
strengthen and build on the strategies already in place in schools. 
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Schools working to empower young people. 
Working with students is a central aspect of moving towards a culture of 
understanding and respect for family diversity and transition (Carrington & 
Robinson, 2006). In this section, three points will be discussed: (i) strategies to 
strengthen student understanding about family diversity; (ii) the use of inclusive 
language; and (iii) ways for young people to be involved in decision-making. 
Strengthening student understanding. 
Students in the middle school will usually have curriculum units in the humanities 
area including content on families. For example, all students in the middle school in 
Queensland (Years 7-9, aged approximately 12-14 years) study a unit Culture and 
Identity as part of the learning area of Studies of Society and the Environment, which 
considers families (Queensland Studies Authority, 2013) This material will stand 
until there is final development of units in the Australian Curriculum for History and 
Geography. Students would also, at the case study school, study families as part of 
consideration of English novels and the Religious Education program (Clare, Lois, 
Nancy). Thus the study of diversity and transition in families is part of current 
curriculum. Teacher continuing education recommended below would provide 
teachers with enhanced knowledge to take advantage of this opportunity to bolster 
student understanding and acceptance of diversity in families, and perhaps discuss 
specific school demographics. 
There is evidence from this case study and in previous research (e.g., Bagshaw, 
2007) that young people whose parents are separated or divorced are not aware of 
the support available at school. Given this evidence, it would perhaps be appropriate 
to raise awareness of students early in secondary school that all types of families are 
respected in the school, information about changes to family constellation is treated 
discretely, and that young people in the school whose parents separate or divorce 
have access to a range of supports if they need them. It would also be appropriate for 
schools to make information available to students about the range of online 
resources, helplines, and services for them to access, such as government social 
services and helplines for young people (e.g., Australian Government Child Support 
Agency, 2007; Boystown, 2013) and to develop resources for students that are 
targeted to specific demographics and needs of local school contexts.  
192 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
Two of the girls in the study (Mary and Jane) raised the issue that sometimes class 
activities led them to feel upset about family issues. In accordance with research by 
Passy (2005), the girls in the study did not identify content about families as part of 
general class activities as leading to anxious feelings. However, when asked to 
reflect directly on their own family situation, they reported feelings of sadness, or 
positive thoughts about a better time. It is therefore recommended that activities 
which ask young people to self-reflect about their specific family situation be 
included in programs with caution, especially if students are being encouraged to 
share their reflections with others, given the emphasis by students in the study on 
privacy regarding family matters and the research by Passy (2005).  
Inclusive language. 
Class activities and school events may also lead young people to think or feel stress 
or anxiety about their families. For example, in the study, Paula commented about a 
stall for Father’s Day leading her to think about her family situation, as she had 
never known her father: 
… with Father’s Day in primary school that was a huge thing that like they 
had this stall and you had to buy stuff for your father and I didn’t have 
anyone to buy for. (Paula) 
A similar type of situation was noted by a parent in the study by Brown et al. (2010), 
who reported a teacher as saying to a primary school student: 
No! You can’t make two Mother Day cards: you know we only have one 
mother. (p. 12) 
It is not suggested here that schools should avoid these activities, rather that teachers 
should work with students in a family inclusive way, using family inclusive 
language. For example, given the Australian statistics on family diversity, it is 
reasonable that teachers should automatically assume that some students may not 
have regular communication with both parents, and that there might be only one (or 
no) adult/s they identify as a father or mother (e.g., there may be a mother and step-
mother or foster-mother as well as a father; two fathers or mothers living in a same-
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gender relationship). Teachers could encourage students to celebrate these occasions 
with the significant adults in their lives.  
Extending these comments to a general context, the language used by teachers and 
other school staff is an important vehicle in working towards an inclusive culture 
(Keiffe-Martin & Lindsay, 2002). For example, referring to a young person whose 
parents are separated or divorced as a young person from a broken home perhaps 
brings a connotation of a young person as a victim rather than as a member of two 
families, both intact in themselves. This phraseology is an example of what has been 
described as negative labelling (Equal Opportunity Unit, Melbourne University, 
2005). While it is outside the scope of this thesis to do a detailed analysis of the 
language used by staff, some examples taken from the teacher transcripts perhaps 
give an indication of the types of language about families used at the case study 
school, keeping in mind that three of the staff are sole parents which may have led 
them to use terminology more carefully: 
 both partners, separated house situation (Clare); 
 single parent, melded family, parent they’re staying with (Katherine); 
 traditional family, divorced family, separated family, across two family 
households (Nancy); and 
 single parents, step-parents (Lois). 
This list indicates a number of different phrases being used to define family 
characteristics. It may be useful to discuss this use of language as part of teacher 
continuing education strategies identified later in this section that may raise 
awareness and generate staff reflection. It is also an area for possible future research, 
as the types of guidelines available in universities and schools regarding inclusive 
language tend to have extensive information regarding gender, ethnicity, age, and 
disability but scant consideration of family diversity (e.g., Equal Opportunity Unit, 
Melbourne University, 2005; Strategic Policy and Performance Division, 
Department of Education Tasmania, 2011). 
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Student participation in decision-making. 
Chapter 5 showed the girls in the study as active managers of their learning. Given 
this finding, it is appropriate to consider ways in which the use of these management 
strategies may apply to the children’s rights model which underpins the study.  
Carrington and Robinson (2006) argue that, rather than young people being merely 
informed about family diversity, it is important for them to participate in decision-
making as part of the development of inclusive school communities. This principle is 
also in line with the children’s rights principles discussed in Chapter 3 and with the 
resilience research already discussed, as a protective factor in assisting young people 
to be competent, despite adversity (Benard, 1999).  
At first glance, it may seem inconsistent to be discussing the importance of young 
people participating in decision-making as part of developing a culture of respect for 
diversity in families, given the emphasis on privacy in the interviews with young 
people in the study. However, in recommending that teachers respect the desire of 
the young people for privacy about their family situation, I am in a sense supporting 
their preference not to discuss their personal family issues with teachers. This 
support could perhaps be considered as Shier’s (2006) level 3 of participation as the 
young people’s views are being taken into account. 
As the inclusion strategies discussed in these sections regarding students, parents, 
and teachers gradually lead to a greater awareness of, and sensitivity towards, family 
diversity and transition for young people, opportunities may develop for young 
people to participate in decision-making at Shier’s (2006) level 4 of involvement in 
decision-making processes. For example, students could assist in providing resource 
materials for other students or identifying ways in which schools can work with 
young people whose parents are separated or divorced. Research by Passy (2005) 
already discussed in Chapter 5, suggests that, if the young people are not discussing 
their own personal family situation, but rather considering family diversity issues in 
general terms, they may not find this upsetting.  
The thematic analysis in Chapter 5 identified that the young people in the study were 
active managers of their learning, for example, developing strategies to move 
materials and do homework and assessment when in shared care family 
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constellations. These young people could be encouraged to share these strategies 
with the pastoral care team at the school and to develop guidelines that may be 
helpful to other students living in shared care. Participation opportunities could 
include critiquing already developed resources (e.g., Australian Government Child 
Support Agency, 2007), participating in online surveys, providing email feedback to 
staff on resources or policies, working on a committee to produce new resources or 
policies, or participing in a forum with other young people in shared care. Activities 
of this type would assist young people whose parents are separated or divorced to 
develop programs that empower them to manage their learning, and to be involved in 
decision-making at the school at a level of participation comfortable to them. These 
strategies could be applied to a range of issues of interest to young people in diverse 
families.  
Schools valuing and collaborating with parents. 
Issues of improved communication by schools with families, in particular parents 
making teachers aware of changes to family constellation, were raised by three of the 
four teachers interviewed in the study (Clare, Katherine and Lois). In this section, 
two main points will be considered: (i) a recommendation for a school policy on 
communication with families; and (ii) appropriate ways to ensure school data on 
young people and their families is accurate. 
School policy on communication with parents. 
The development of formal school protocols for communication with parents who 
are separated or divorced has been recommended in studies considering views of 
parents and teachers (Brown, et al., 2010; Colpin et al., 2004; Mahony, 2013). In the 
current case study, such protocols are being recommended to assist schools to 
develop a culture of respect for family diversity. The exact content and form of a 
school policy on communication with families would vary according to the needs of 
any particular school, but should be in line with family law provisions. Such a policy 
could be developed to apply to all families, not just families where parents are 
separated or divorced. Provisions about such things as documentation on enrolment, 
provision and updating of contact details, protocols for communication with school 
personnel and name changes for students, for example, would apply to all families.  
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There are limited examples of such existing policies to draw on, but pertinent 
guidelines can be found in documents prepared by the Association of Independent 
Schools of South Australia (2007), Education Queensland South East Region (2012), 
and NSW Department of Education and Training (2007). These documents identify 
the importance of communication protocols developed by schools stressing that both 
parents have the right to be involved in school activities, including volunteering and 
to receive documents such as report cards regarding their children, unless there are 
court orders to the contrary. Applicable law in Queensland which forms the basis for 
school policy on this issue includes: 
 Family Law Act 1975 (C’wealth), which provides that both parents have parental 
responsibility for their child and thus responsibility for making decisions about 
their child, and therefore access to school and records regarding their son or 
daughter, unless there are court orders to the contrary; 
 Education (General Provisions) Act 2006 (Qld), which gives school principals 
the right to ask persons to leave the school premises under certain circumstances; 
 Privacy Act 1988 (C’wealth), which has provisions relating to the rights of young 
people in private schools to obtain information in school records, and for older 
students to deny parental access to records under certain circumstances; and 
 Births, Deaths and Marriages Registration Act 2003 (Qld) which regulates name 
changes for young people. This law indicates that a formal name change requires 
the permission of both parents, and students, if they are over 12 years. 
A formal school policy on communication with families for a secondary school 
could include provisions on the following matters: 
 inclusive welcoming of informed and positive communication between schools 
and parents or guardians; 
 school position regarding parental separation and divorce. For example, “It is our 
aim to handle such matters with sensitivity, compassion, (discretion) and 
understanding. Our primary concern is for the wellbeing” of students (Mahony, 
2013, p. 273); 
 parental disclosure and provision of relevant court order documents regarding 
living arrangements of students and contact details of parents and emergency 
contact people, at the time of enrolment and subsequently; 
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 parental access to and receipt of school documents, including reports, online 
communication and learning management systems; 
 protocols for communication with school personnel; 
 parental involvement in school activities and school volunteering programs; 
 involvement in school activities by persons other than parents; 
 parents picking up children after school and contact with/removal of students 
during school hours; 
 school response to requests for enrolment and address details of students; 
 school response to requests about academic progress, behaviour and attitudes of 
students; 
 name changes for students; and 
 child protection matters. 
(Association of Independent Schools of South Australia, 2007; Education 
Queensland South East Region, 2012; Mahony, 2013; NSW Department of 
Education and Training, 2007).  
School data on young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
In order for schools to work effectively with young people living in diverse families, 
it is recommended they take steps to ensure that data regarding the family living 
arrangements for students be comprehensive and current. As identified by Clare, 
Katherine and Lois in the study, teachers, and pastoral care and curriculum leaders 
cannot provide professional encouragement and support for young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced if they are not informed of the diversity of families 
in the school.  
However, information from parents as part of the studies by Brown, et al. (2010); 
and Colpin, Vandemeulebroecke, and Ghesquiere (2004), indicates that parents may 
withhold details of their family constellation (or a new transition) out of fear of 
prejudice, or that school staff will not treat the information with discretion, or simply 
because they are feeling embarrassed or grieving. One of the teachers in the current 
study (Clare) also suggested that parents enrolling their daughter or son in a private 
school, which has a religious affiliation, may have a perception that parental 
separation or divorce might be frowned on. Schools will not address this problem 
effectively by simply providing appropriate documents for parents to complete when 
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they enrol their daughter or son, and later if family constellation, visiting 
arrangements or parent/guardian contact details change. If parents are to come 
forward with information of this type, they will first need to have trust in teachers, 
other school officers, and administrators that the information will be treated 
respectfully and with discretion.  
Given this, it may be helpful to discuss family diversity and transition explicitly with  
all parents and carers at orientation and parent information functions and to provide 
supporting material and the school policy to families when students enrol. The aim 
of this communication would be to reassure parents and students that information 
regarding family constellation and transition would be treated respectfully and with 
discretion. Over time, as teachers, school officers and administrators demonstrated 
this sensitivity with their actions, trust would be developed.  
It is also recommended that enrolment documentation enable schools to have 
detailed information regarding family constellation and arrangements for students to 
visit parents who are separated or divorced. Parents should be expected to update this 
information, if the family constellation or household arrangements change. 
Documentation would be developed to meet the needs of a specific school, but could 
include: 
 names, titles, and contract details for parents and guardians; 
 details of adults in each household visited by young people and relationship to 
the student; 
 identification of emergency contact people; 
 identification of adults from each household who may come to the school to drop 
or pick up the student; 
 a statement that the school will assume that both parents/guardians are able to 
communicate with the student or participate in school activities; and that either 
parent or guardian may sign permission or absence notes during the term unless 
parents indicate to the contrary and provide a certified copy of court orders to 
support; 
 indicate the usual pattern of visits young people will have to each household in 
the case of shared care; 
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 a statement that report cards and communication mailed or emailed home by the 
school will automatically go to both addresses unless there is notification to the 
contrary signed by both parents (or copy of applicable court order); and 
 indication whether parents or guardians want separate meetings with teachers for 
parent-teacher interview bookings. 
The comments above on the importance of using inclusive family language with 
students are equally applicable to parents, and particularly to the design of enrolment 
forms. For example, having two spaces for names of parents and guardians on an 
enrolment form rather than asking parents to identify mother and father details is 
more inclusive. Asking for the details of adults in the home or homes of students, 
and specifying which adults are authorised to come to the school to collect students 
is respectful to step-parents, grandparents, or others who may be carers for young 
people (Santora, 2004). Having this information would enable teachers and school 
staff to greet and communicate with all adults in the families of young people 
appropriately, to ensure the use of correct names and appropriate titles. 
Teachers being supported to critically engage with inclusive ideals and 
practices. 
The second issue to be considered in developing a culture of understanding and 
respect for family diversity is professional development for practising and pre-
service teachers to enable them to critically engage with inclusive ideals and 
practices regarding family diversity and transition. This type of professional 
development for teachers has been recommended by Brown et al., (2010); Colpin et 
al., (2004); Cottongim (2002); and Mahony (2013). There does not appear to be 
evidence that schools routinely undertake this type of continuing education, though 
units on the topic of inclusivity are included in pre-service training courses, such as 
the Bachelor of Education (Secondary) at Queensland University of Technology 
(Queensland University of Technology, 2013) and the Bachelor of Teaching 
(Primary) at the University of the Sunshine Coast (University of the Sunshine Coast, 
2014). In research, which drew on the views on 50 Australian teachers, the majority 
indicated they were given no training or policy direction on the issue of family 
diversity and transition (Brown, et al, 2010). Similarly, in Mahony’s (2013) study, 
none of the 21 Australian primary school teachers interviewed had participated in 
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formal training in the area. Two of the teachers interviewed in the current study 
(Clare and Lois) commented specifically that continuing education regarding family 
diversity for teachers would assist teachers to provide a supportive environment for 
young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
What type of professional development is appropriate? The analysis of student 
responses in Chapter 5 indicated that the girls wanted teachers to understand the 
diversity of families and households. Continuing education which would assist 
teachers to build this understanding will be discussed in two sections: issues which 
could be targeted for teacher continuing education and appropriate strategies for 
delivery. 
Issues for teacher continuing education. 
In her research with teachers, Mahony (2013) identified that teachers’ knowledge 
about separation, divorce and family transition typically was informal and individual. 
The teachers in her study were not working from any common understandings about 
the nature of the issues or what could be regarded as best practice in the classroom. 
What does research in this study and others indicate as being important for teacher 
understanding? 
The following issues have been identified as important: 
 Australian statistics regarding the range of family types and diversity in living 
arrangements for young people, including information about current trends in 
family law trends towards shared care; 
 international trends regarding family diversity, and statistics supporting the view 
that diversity will continue and accelerate; 
 possible positive and negative impacts on school outcomes and wellbeing for 
young people living in diverse families and the wide variety of living 
arrangements and outcomes of young people; 
 possible emotional reactions and behavioural changes in students as a spillover 
from events in their family or in response to lesson content or activities; 
 strategies used by girls in shared care to manage and organise school materials 
and deadlines; 
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 issues for girls in one-parent families such as taking on responsibility for 
assisting younger siblings; 
 awareness of the issues that may be faced by girls whose parents are in the initial 
stage of separation and that transitions in family constellation may occur across 
time; 
 family law issues relevant to schools, such as family responsibility, privacy 
legislation, and current terminology; and 
 the importance for girls and their parents of school discretion regarding family 
matters. 
It may also be appropriate for teachers to have knowledge of specific school family 
demographic patterns, which could be generated from enrolment records or school-
based anonymous surveys. This information would enable teachers and school 
managers to contextualise the issue and to be better informed, and could provide a 
starting point for critical reflection in teacher continuing education sessions. It is also 
appropriate for teachers to have knowledge of school policies regarding 
communication with parents, including those who are separated or divorced. 
All four teachers in the current case study gave examples of the ways in which their 
sensitivity towards family diversity and transition led them to modify practices in 
their classroom. These examples resonate with Passy’s (2005) research in which 
teachers critiqued the material they presented to students and considered families to 
be a sensitive topic. Katherine spoke about letting students know explicitly that if 
homework could not be done because there were other issues impacting, that they 
just needed to let her know that was the case, not give details or feel they would be 
in trouble. Nancy made sure that she “covered a wide diversity of family types” 
when teaching a particular English unit. Lois identified that she had not taught 
material because she “thought it was too close to a child’s own experience”. Clare 
discussed how she thought it was important to think about the way material about 
families in the Religious Education course was taught in light of the possible family 
backgrounds of students. Katherine, Nancy and Lois are all sole-parents and Clare is 
an experienced middle-manager who deals with assessment issues for girls unable to 
complete work. It is possible that these teachers are more sensitive to family issues 
than other teachers may be. More research is needed in this area, but it may well be 
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that giving teachers the opportunity to share these practices as part of continuing 
education activities would strengthen family inclusive attitudes and practices in 
schools.  
Strategies for teacher continuing education. 
Carrington and Robinson (2006) advise that teacher education regarding inclusion 
requires more than the provision of a workshop to give information. Rather, it is a 
process of training and reflection that “encourage(s) teachers to question, challenge 
and move outside (their usual) assumptions and practices” (p. 8). There is limited 
research on teacher continuing education in this area.  
Mahony (2013) suggests that providing opportunities for guided teacher self-
reflection regarding their own attitides and reactions to classroom situations 
regarding families could be a component of professional development. She has 
developed models that provide a teacher’s guide to reflexive thinking to inform 
pedagogical practice and a list of successful pedagogical practices of teachers 
working with young children whose parents are separated or divorced. The idea that 
teacher self-reflection about their own attitudes and practices is certainly relevant to 
staff in secondary schools.  
Berger, Shoul, and Warshauser (1998), in research for the National Education 
Association of the United States, provided a framework for inservice training for 
teachers regarding students whose parents had divorced. The format included 
providing stimulus material for teachers to provoke reflection; including a checklist 
of possible behaviours to ensure all parents felt welcome at the school. Staff could 
critique their own behaviours and school policies against this list. Other stimulus 
material included formal articles on issues about families and written case studies. 
Although the stimulus material itself is now dated, the idea of providing materials to 
generate discussion and reflection rather than simply providing information is 
relevant.  
The method used in Phase 2, Stage 4 of the study to interview teachers may also 
have implications for teacher continuing education. During the interviews, the 
teachers first identified issues they thought the students may have raised, then they 
were given a short list of themes from the student interviews for comment. In all four 
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interviews, teachers reacted positively to this process. They reflected on their 
classroom practices, gave examples from their own experience of working with the 
young people, commented on school procedures and pondered issues they had not 
foreshadowed that the students may raise. They were animated and talkative in 
response to the student list. Their self-reflection was focused on issues raised by the 
young people themselves. The stimulus was perhaps realistic and thought-provoking 
for the teachers because it was generated by students at their school. The idea of 
having young people participating in decision-making was embedded in the activity, 
without having the young people themselves disclosing information to staff, in line 
with the stated preference of young people for privacy regarding family matters. 
It is possible that this process could be adapted for teacher continuing education. 
Staff could, for example, work in small groups with facilitated reflection in response 
to themes generated from student data from their own school and then feedback to a 
large group discussion. The themes from the current study could be used as a 
stimulus, or a list of quotes from this and other studies (e.g., Butler, et al., 2002; 
Flowerdew & Neale, 2003; Lodge & Alexander, 2010). Appendix I provides a 
further example of a stimulus activity that was developed from the interviews in the 
current study. It presents some general ideas, generated from the study, and given in 
words that represent the views of young people in the study. It would be more 
authentic in a particular school context, though, to use data from research at that 
particular school in which themes and issues of importance to students could be 
identified via consultation with young people. 
Research on the desirability or efficacy of teacher continuing education in the area of 
family diversity and transition is scant. Strategies that enable teacher self-reflection, 
stimulus materials to generate active staff discussion and the use of school-based 
material have been suggested.  
Contributions of the Study 
The study makes contribution to academic understandings and professional practice 
in schools by identifying issues worthy of further research at the intersection of 
school and family for girls whose parents are separated or divorced. The findings 
also contribute to a growing body of research regarding children’s rights and 
childhood studies.  
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Issues for further research. 
The literature review in Chapter 2 made a case for researching the school 
experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced. It was argued that the 
school experiences of these young people is issue of importance, but there is a 
paucity of existing empirical research to guide school practice. Chapters 5 and 6 
have provided findings of the study in relation to the two research questions: 
 What are the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or 
divorced? 
 What are the implications for practice in schools? 
In keeping with the scope of case study research (Yin, 2009), the results of this 
exploratory study, while not generating findings which are necessarily generalisable 
to other contexts, have raised some issues for further research. Nine issues will be 
highlighted in this section which may be particularly worthy of further study. 
First, the thematic analysis of student and teacher interviews raised three central 
themes: that girls feel emotions about their families while at school, they actively 
manage their learning between home and school, and want teachers to understand 
that family issues do sometimes impact on school assessment and their behaviour at 
school and for teachers to respect family privacy. These themes are based on the 
understandings as taken from interviews with a small number of teachers and 
students. Further research in studies which draw on larger and representative samples 
could provide validation (or not) of these results and enable data to be generated 
which could apply to a broader range of contexts and schools.  
Second, student and teacher findings in Chapter 5 identified that the young people 
felt emotions about their family while at school. This notion has been identified in 
other research (e.g., Butler, et al., 2002). However, the young people in this study 
raised ways in which these emotions manifested in changed behaviours at school: 
emotional behaviours; distraction; and uncharacteristic behaviours. In Chapter 5, 
these findings were linked to research about internalising and externalising 
behaviours (Breivik & Olweus, 2006; Chung, Flook, & Fuligni, 2011). The 
behaviours were also linked to spillover effects (Flook & Fuligni, 2008), but the 
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existence of these behaviours in response to family issues in students in classrooms 
has not been explored specifically in other contexts.  
Third, the analysis of student and teacher responses in Chapter 5 which found that 
young people felt emotions about their family while at school, also raised the issue 
that the young people felt emotions in response to pastoral care activities. This 
finding was related to those in a study by Passy (2005), which found young people 
may feel upset or emotional when discussing their own family specifically, but not 
when the same family situation was being discussed in the classroom in general 
terms. There is more research needed to identify if the links made between the 
current study and the research by Passy (2005) would be apparent in larger-scale 
studies. This has implications for the management and organisation of pastoral care 
and other intervention programs in schools.  
Fourth, the analysis of student and teacher responses about girls living in shared care 
responses, which is reported as part of the discussion of Theme 2 in Chapter 5, raised 
issues not previously identified in research. The girls in this study used a range of 
positive strategies to organise to have homework and assessment complete, and 
appropriate materials in readiness for school. They were active and creative in 
managing this process and, to a limited extent, teachers assisted. The types of 
strategies used were not always the same in both homes. The organisation of 
materials required young people to manage interpersonal issues between their 
parents. The movement between homes led to issues with school learning that may 
be more complex than simply leaving materials behind when there was not 
consistency and continuity of support across households. These new issues could be 
explored and extended by further in-depth qualitative research.  
Fifth, in considering the third theme of the thematic analysis that girls want teachers 
to be understanding and respect family privacy, there was a recommendation made 
in this chapter that young people may need specific intervention to support them at 
times of critical family stress, such as the initial separation of parents or at a time of 
multiple transitions. A number of suggestions were made about the form this 
intervention might take, such as support from a school counsellor, the application of 
special provisions as per Queensland Studies Authority guidelines and notification of 
teachers and staff working with the young people that they were at risk. However, 
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these recommendations were based on limited research. Broader research on this 
issue would provide valuable information for schools on best practice in working 
with young people whose parents are separated or divorced, who may be at a crisis 
point. 
Sixth, recommendations have been made in this chapter about ways that schools 
could work to empower young people whose parents are separated or divorced to 
participate in decision-making. It was suggested that these young people could 
perhaps have input to policy decisions or to the development of resources about 
family diversity or management strategies for learning from home to school. There is 
no research evidence that young people are currently involved in these types of 
policy decisions or resource development in schools and this is, again, an issue that 
is perhaps worthy of further research. 
Seventh, recommendations have been made in Chapter 6 about the development of 
school policy and enrolment/change of enrolment documentation, and of possible 
strategies which could be used in teacher continuing education regarding family 
diversity and transition. These recommendations could provide a starting point for 
schools in strengthening a culture of understanding and respect for family transition. 
Research about how/whether these types of strategies are used in schools and how 
schools may build on these strategies would also provide schools with valuable 
insights into appropriate school-wide strategies to inform the way they worked with 
young people experiencing parental separation or divorce.  
Eighth, a further issue has been raised in regards to participants in the study. It was 
noted in Chapter 4 that five of the six girls who volunteered to participate in the 
study had mothers who were working in schools; and three of the four teachers in the 
study were themselves divorced parents. Why did the study attract the interest of 
teachers who were also divorced parents? Why did these parents and teachers 
identify the study as being of interest to them, and other parents and teachers did 
not? Teachers who are themselves divorced parents are a group directly placed at the 
intersection of family and school for girls whose parents are separated or divorced. It 
is possible that the girls’ parents, and the teachers who volunteered to participate in 
the study did so as they are in a position to identify the importance of schools 
working in more informed ways with these young people. There is little information 
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available regarding the views of divorced parents who work in schools, except that 
indicated by Brown et al. (2010) who found that separated or divorced parents with 
regular care of their children who were also teachers were happy with school 
communication procedures.  
Results of the study, therefore, need to be considered in terms of recruitment. Five of 
the six student participants had a parent who worked in a school These parents were 
perhaps more adept at managing home-school communication because they were 
more aware of school processes. They may have been more supportive (than others) 
of young people developing management strategies to meet assessment and 
homework deadlines and to have appropriate materials. This issue does not 
invalidate the results of the current study, but points to another area worthy of further 
research. Considering the experiences and attitudes of teachers who are divorced 
parents and perhaps comparing with those of teachers who are not divorced with 
children may yield information to shed further light on the experiences for young 
people whose parents are separated or divorced at the juncture of family and school. 
Finally, the current study collected data from girls only. Consideration of whether 
the issues raised by the girls in the study have application to boys is also worthy of 
further research.  
Childhood studies and children’s rights research contribution. 
As discussed in Chapter 3, the study was framed in light of the converging 
understandings identified in the childhood studies and children’s rights areas. As a 
study which considers the views of young people directly, it makes a small but 
pertinent contribution to research using these approaches and in support of 
Australia’s commitment to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
It particularly aligns to the recommendation on young people’s participation in 
decision-making affecting them in Australian schools by the Committee on the 
Rights of the Child in its most recent report (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 
2012). The study provides specific suggestions of participation strategies which may 
be appropriate for young people whose parents are divorced or separated. 
208 Investigating the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated or divorced: Implications for practice 
Conclusion 
This study investigated the school experiences of girls whose parents are separated 
or divorced. The experiences of girls at the critical intersection of school and home 
has been investigated through semi-structured interviews with six girls. Their 
accounts were a catalyst for interviews with four teachers who were invited to reflect 
on the issues raised by the young people. The case study, conducted in a 
metropolitan, all-girls Catholic secondary school, was designed as a single case 
study with the embedded units of students and teachers. Chapter 5 presented and 
discussed the findings of the thematic analysis of the interview transcripts of the girls 
and teachers. The girls in the study identified that they felt emotions about their 
family while they were at school, were seen to be active managers of their learning at 
the juncture of home and school, and wanted teachers to be understanding and to 
respect family privacy. 
Chapter 6 has presented two important implications of the study, drawing on the 
study’s conceptual understandings of childhood studies and children’s rights and on 
the literature on resilience, school connectedness, depression and inclusivity. The 
first implication is for a strengths-based resilience approach, where caring 
relationships are established with students, high expectations are set, young people 
are given the opportunity to decide how and when family matters are discussed, and 
there is scope for active intervention by the school in times of critical stress. The 
second implication is to develop a school culture of understanding and respect for 
the diversity of families. Strategies to enable schools to work with students, 
empowering them with opportunities for decision-making, to work collaboratively 
with parents, and to support teachers to critically engage with inclusive family ideals 
and practices have been identified. 
The results of this exploratory study, while not generating findings that are 
necessarily generalisable to other contexts, have raised key issues for further 
research: 
 the experience of young people in classrooms in response to feeling emotions 
about their family while in school; 
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 pastoral care programs that consider young people feeling sadness or 
embarrassment when asked about family matters; 
 positive strategies used by young people in shared care and continuity of their 
learning while moving between households;  
 interventions in schools at times of critical stress such as the initial separation of 
parents or multiple transition; 
 development of school policy in relation to communication with families where 
parents are separated or divorced; and 
 the potential for divorced or separated parents working in schools to give insights 
to the intersection of home and family for young people in schools.  
In conclusion, the study stands to make a significant conceptual and empirical 
contribution to understanding the school experiences of girls whose parents are 
separated or divorced.  
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Appendix A: Participant Information – Students 
 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION for QUT RESEARCH 
PROJECT 
– STUDENTS – 
 
Investigating the School Experiences of Young People Whose 
Parents are Separated or Divorced 
 
Research Team Contact 
Ms Judy Beausang – 
Researcher 
Doctor of Education 
Candidate 
Faculty of Education, QUT 
Prof Ann Farrell – Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 
3138 3630   
a.farrell@qut.edu.au 
Dr Kerryann Walsh – 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 





This project is being undertaken as part of a Professional Doctorate Project for Judy 
Beausang.  
The purpose of this project is to identify the ways in which family issues impact upon the 
things happening at school for young people whose parents are separated or divorced. 
The research team requests your assistance because there is very little information available 
on this topic to assist schools to make their procedures or policies better. You are being asked 
to give your thoughts and opinions regarding ways in which your family situation affects what 
happens at school.  
 
Participation 
Your participation in this project is voluntary. If you do agree to participate, you can withdraw from 
participation at any time during the project without comment or penalty. Your decision to participate will 
in no way impact upon your current or future relationship with QUT or with XXX. 
Your participation will involve: 
 Completing a brief written questionnaire and an expression of interest in the 
project; 
 Participating in two 20-30 minute interviews with the researcher at school at 
a time and place to be negotiated. These interviews will be recorded using a 
microphone; 
 Allowing the researcher to access copies of your school reports; and 
 
Expected benefits 
It is expected that this project will not benefit you. However, it may benefit young people whose 
parents are separated or divorced in the future, as the information from the project may help 
schools to improve their procedures and policies to better meet their needs. 
 
Risks 
During your interviews, you will be asked questions regarding your experiences at school and how they 
may have been affected by your family experiences. Sometimes talking about family experiences may 
cause young people to feel some distress. It is important that you understand that you can stop the 
interview or change the topic of discussion at any time. You are also encouraged to visit the school 
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Counsellor (XXX) after the interview if there are any issues that have been brought up that might lead you 
to feel any discomfort and the researcher will help you organise this. 
 
Confidentiality 
It is very important for you to understand that your written comments and the things you say in your 
interviews will be treated confidentially. This means that when the researcher prepares a report from her 
project or discusses the project with others, she will make reference to the information given generally by 
participants in the interviews, but will not use your name at all. There will be no records regarding the 
project stored at XXX.  
Of course, the Principal XXX will be aware that you are participating in the project. XXX will also need to 
be informed if you give any information in your interview which would lead the researcher to think that 
you might be in danger of harm. The School Child Protection Policy requires your researcher to do this.  
Your interviews will be recorded by a microphone. These recordings will be transcribed by the researcher 
(without showing your name) and then the recording will be destroyed. The only people who will have 
access to the recording are the researcher and her supervisors at QUT, and the information in the 
transcription will only be used to prepare the research report. 
 
Consent to Participate 
We would like to ask you to sign a written consent form (enclosed) and to complete the questionnaire to 
confirm your agreement to participate. 
 
Questions / further information about the project 
Please contact Ms Beausang on the email address above to have any questions answered or if you 
require further information about the project. 
 
Concerns / complaints regarding the conduct of the project 
QUT is committed to researcher integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects. However, if you do 
have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project you may contact the QUT 
Research Ethics Officer on 07 3138 5123 or ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The Research Ethics Officer is not 
connected with the research project and can facilitate a resolution to your concern in an impartial 
manner. 
 
Thank you for helping with this research project. Please keep this sheet for your 
information. 
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CONSENT FORM for QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
– STUDENT & PARENT – 
 
Investigating the School Experiences of Young People whose 
Parents are Separated or Divorced 
 
Research Team Contact 
Ms Judy Beausang – 
Researcher 
Doctor of Education 
Candidate 
Faculty of Education, QUT 
Prof Ann Farrell – 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 
3138 3630   
a.farrell@qut.edu.au 
Dr Kerryann Walsh – 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 




Statement of consent 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 have read and understood the information document regarding this project 
 have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 
 understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research team 
 understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty 
 understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Officer on +61 7 3138 5123 or 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the project 
 agree to participate in the project/ have discussed the project with your child and their 
requirements if participating  
 understand that your interviews will be audio-recorded 
 
Statement of Child consent 
Your parent or guardian will give their permission for you to be involved in this 
research project below. 
This form is to seek your agreement to be involved. 
 
By signing below, you are indicating that the project has been discussed with you and you agree 
to participate in the project. 
Name  
Signature  







Statement of Parental consent 
Your daughter has indicated her willingness to be involved in the research project. This 
form is to seek your permission for her participation.  
By signing below, you are indicating that the project has been discussed with you and you 




Date  /  /   
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Questionnaire FORM for QUT RESEARCH PROJECT – 
STUDENT 
 
Investigating the School Experiences of Young People whose Parents 
are Separated or Divorced 
 
Research Team Contact 
Ms Judy Beausang – 
Researcher 
Doctor of Education 
Candidate 
Faculty of Education, QUT 
Prof Ann Farrell – Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 
3138 3630   
a.farrell@qut.edu.au 
Dr Kerryann Walsh – 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 





Please provide brief responses to the following questions: 
 
 








Given that the Project will be considering the views of young people from a range of 
different types of family structures, you are invited to make brief comment regarding the 
organisation of your family: 
 
 





List the family members in your household/s. 
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Investigating the School Experiences of Young People whose 
Parents are Separated or Divorced 
 
Research Team Contact 
Ms Judy Beausang – 
Researcher 
Doctor of Education 
Candidate 
Faculty of Education, QUT 
Prof Ann Farrell – 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 
3138 3630   
a.farrell@qut.edu.au 
Dr Kerryann Walsh – 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 









I hereby wish to WITHDRAW my consent to participate in the research project named above. 
 





Date  /  /   
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Appendix B: Ethics Approval 
 
From: Research Ethics [ethicscontact@qut.edu.au] 
Sent: Thursday, 15 July 2010 9:20 AM 
To: JUDITH BEAUSANG; Ann Farrell; Kerryann Walsh 
Cc: Janette Lamb 
Subject: Ethics Application Approval -- 1000000425 
 
Dear Ms Judith Beausang 
 
Project Title: 
Investigating the experiences of young people from non-intact families: 
implications for practice 
 
Approval Number:   1000000425 
Clearance Until:    15/07/2013 
Ethics Category:    Human 
 
This email is to advise that your application has been reviewed by the University Human 
Research Ethics Committee and confirmed as meeting the requirements of the National 
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Appendix C: Presentation to Staff 
As part of Phase 1: Preliminary Phase of the study, a 20 minute presentation and 
question-and-answer session on the study was delivered to all staff at the school as 
part of the continuing education program for teachers on 20 October 2010. The 
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Appendix C continued 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol - Students 
 
Interview location: quiet, small meeting area away from the researcher’s office and 
classrooms; private but within general view of school community (eg study area in 
Resource Centre, meeting room in Ionian Centre or meeting area in Mary 
Aitkenhead Centre) 
Interview time: at convenience of student outside school hours – preferably in the 
morning at about 7.40. 
Interview equipment: small Dictaphone  
Opening statements and reminders 
Thank you for coming along this morning to share your thoughts about the ways in 
which your family life impacts upon your school life.  
My name is Ms Beausang and I work here at XXX as the XXX. I am also a student 
at QUT. This morning I am speaking to you as a student, because your thoughts and 
ideas are important to my study. I am not speaking as a XXX and the things we 
discuss today are not part of my work here at school, so nothing we say here can 
impact on the things which happen at XXX.  
It is important to me that you are feeling comfortable about sharing your thoughts 
today and so before we start, are there any questions you have about the project or 
the interview? [Note – prompt to lead to confirmation of voluntary participation] 
I will be audio-recording this discussion – are you OK with that? 
This morning we will be talking about family issues. If I ask any questions that you 
don’t feel comfortable about, please tell me. We won’t be discussing anything which 
makes you feel uncomfortable. If you want to stop the interview for any reason at 
any time, you just have to tell me that you’d like to stop. The things that you say in 
the interview will be kept confidential. You name won’t be used when I discuss my 
study or write my report. The only exception to this would be that if you were to tell 
me about anything that made me feel you were at risk of being harmed, I would need 
to tell this to XXX. 
My project topic is to look at the ways that life in families impacts on life at school 
for young people and I think that the best way to find this out is to ask the young 
people themselves. Do you have any questions before we start? 
 
Focus Questions 
1. Can you tell me about your family? 
[The discussion will lead towards the organisation of the family, members of 
household/s and transitions which impact upon school.] 
 
2. Can you tell me about the ways in which you think your family life affects 
what happens here at school? 
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[Themes introduced by the student will be explored. If necessary, prompt questions 
below will be used to facilitate this discussion.] 
 Are there times when household arrangements/movement from one 
household to another have an effect on things which happen at school? 
Homework and assessment? Extra-curricular activities? 
 Do you ever talk about your family life with staff at school? Your friends? 
 When you are in class, or doing homework, do you ever notice things in texts 
or tasks that make you think about your family? 
 What are some of the best/most positive things about being in your family? 
 What advice might you give to other young people who live in a family 
where children move between homes/have parents who are separated/live 
with a single-parent so that they could manage their school life better? 
 
3. What advice might you give school staff who are working with young people 
who live in a family where children move between homes/have parents who 




I would like to thank you for sharing your thoughts with me this morning. You have 
given me your ideas about ............. and these thoughts will help me with my project. 
Is there anything you would like to add before we finish? 
 
 I would just like to remind you that I will keep the information you have given me 
confidential. It will be just for discussion with my University supervisors and I will 
not use your name in any of my writing. I will be transcribing the information I have 
recorded. All of the recordings and transcript will be kept at my home and will be 
destroyed when the project is finished.  
I appreciate that you have shared some stories about your family life with me today. 
Sometimes talking about our families leads us to feel sad or worried. If you are 
feeling sad or worried, it is a good idea to talk this over. I have let our counsellors, 
XXX and XXX, know that we are talking today, so if you feel worried about 
anything, I think it would be a good idea for you to see them. You could do that now, 
or send an email to make a time or call in at morning tea or lunch to make a time. I 
also have a card for you from Kids Helpline if you would like to talk to someone 
who is not at school. Are you feeling OK now? [Note – further discussion and active 
referral to College psychologist if required] 
Thank you again, and I look forward to communicating with you and perhaps having 
another discussion. 
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol – Staff 
 
Interview location: quiet, small meeting area away from the researcher’s office and 
staffrooms, or offsite 
 
Interview time: at convenience of staff member outside school hours  
 
Interview equipment: Dictaphone 
 
Opening statements and reminders: 
 
Thank you for offering to share your thoughts about the ways in which the family 
experiences of young people whose parents are separated or divorced impacts upon 
their school life.  
 
Let me remind you that I am interviewing today as a QUT student rather than as a 
staff member of XXX. I would like to audio-record our conversation. The transcript 
will not have any identifying information and your name will not be used in any 
publications or presentations. Are you happy for me to audio record our 
conversation? 
 




Why were you interested to be involved in the project? What piqued your interest? 
Can you tell me a little about your background and your roles at XXX which you 
bring to this issue? 
 
As you know, as part of the study, I interviewed several young people from Year 8 
and 9 who have experienced parental separation or divorce. They raised a whole 
range of issues. From your perspective, what do you think some of those issues 
might be? What would you have expected the students to raise (prompts – eg Tell me 
more about why you think that might have been raised as an issue? Is there anything 
else you can think of? Can you think of an example where that was an issue? 
 
Here are the types of themes which are coming through in my analysis (on sheet) 
 
 Organising materials for students moving between homes 
 Wanting teachers to understand they may not be able to complete work or may 
not be behaving in their usual way because they feel distracted or upset over 
family matters 
 Students feeling that family matters should be kept private 
 Class activities or school events may force students to think about or talk about 
their families and/or family structure 
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 The transition to secondary school may bring additional challenges if students 
are also managing changes in their family lives 
 
What do you think about these themes? I ask this because I am trying to understand 
the students’ perspectives and the school staff perspectives. What do you think? 
 
Are they what you would expect the students to raise? Why? Why not? 
 
From your position/s as .... what would be the most important issues? 
 
From your position/s as .... what do you think is missing from the list of issues? Why 
do you say that  
 
In general, how do you think young people whose parents are separated or divorced 
experience this at school? 
 






Let me thank you for sharing your thoughts with me this morning/afternoon. I note 
in particular your ideas about ... and appreciate the perspective you have given 
regarding the themes I identified from student participants. 
 
Is there anything you would like to add before we finish? 
 
As I mentioned, I will set about to provide you with a transcript of our conversation 
and would very much appreciate any comments you might have at that point. 
 
Thank you again for your professional support and comments. 
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Appendix F: Participant Information Sheet – Staff 
 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION for QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
– School Personnel 
 
Investigating the School Experiences of Young People Whose Parents 
are Separated or Divorced 
 
Research Team Contact 
Ms Judy Beausang – 
Researcher 
Doctor of Education 
Candidate 
Faculty of Education, QUT 
j.beausang@student.qut.edu.
au 
Prof Ann Farrell – Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 
3138 3630   
a.farrell@qut.edu.au 
Dr Kerryann Walsh – 
Supervisor 
Faculty of Early Childhood 







This project is being undertaken as part of a Doctor of Education Project for Judy Beausang.  
 
The purpose of this project is to investigate the intersection between family and school 
experiences for young people whose parents have been separated or divorced and to 
consider the implications. This is an exploratory study, designed to provide information 
which might form the basis for later research in this area. The primary source of information 
for the project will be material from interviews conducted with young people whose parents 
are separated or divorced. 
 
The researcher requests your assistance because there is very little information available on 
this topic as a basis for school policies or procedures. There is certainly evidence that schools 
work actively and supportively with students from a wide range of family backgrounds, but 
professionals are doing this in the absence of research evidence. Your input as a professional 
will provide valuable background and context to the comments made by students who are 




Your participation in this project is voluntary. If you do agree to participate, you can withdraw 
from participation at any time during the project without comment or penalty. Your decision 
to participate will in no way impact upon your current or future relationship with QUT (for 
example your grades) or with XXX. 
 
Your participation will involve one interview, 20-30 minutes, conducted at school, outside 
school hours at a location and time appropriate for you. The interview will be audio-recorded 
with a dictaphone. You will be provided with a transcript of the interview and invited to make 
additions or comments. 




It is expected that this project will not benefit you. However, it may benefit young people 
whose parents have been separated or divorced and teachers and administrators dealing 









All comments given in interviews will be treated confidentially. The names of individual 
persons will not be reported in thesis drafts or final versions, or in any published articles. It 
is intended that the interview will be audio-recorded, but you are able to participate in the 
project if you would prefer your interview not to be recorded. This audio-recording and its 
transcript will be stored off-campus and will be accessible only to the Researcher and 
Supervisors. You will be provided with a transcript of your interview and given the 
opportunity to made revisions or additions.  
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Consent to Participate 
 
We would like to ask you to sign a written consent form (enclosed) to confirm your agreement to 
participate. 
 
Questions / further information about the project 
 
Please contact the research team members named above to have any questions answered or if you 
require further information about the project. 
 
Concerns / complaints regarding the conduct of the project 
 
QUT is committed to researcher integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects. However, if 
you do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the project you may contact 
the QUT Research Ethics Officer on 3138 2340 or ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The Research Ethics Officer 
is not connected with the research project and can facilitate a resolution to your concern in an 
impartial manner. 
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CONSENT FORM for QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
 
Investigating the School Experiences of Young People whose 




Statement of consent 
 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 have read and understood the information document regarding this project 
 have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 
 understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research 
team 
 understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty 
 understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Officer on 3138 2340 or 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project 
 agree to participate in the project 
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Appendix G: Documentation Analysis (Student Reports) 
Background Information Relevant to Thematic Analysis: 
 Detailed school reports are produced by teachers mid-year and end-of-year. 
 School report information was not considered by the interviewer prior to the interviews, so that there were no pre-conceptions about the student. 
 School enrolment data and results of standardised testing on the students was not considered as the student consent and ethics clearance only specified 
school reports. 
 The reports include a teacher estimate of student commitment to learning on a scale of A-E for each subject. This represents a judgement on class 
engagement, homework and assessment completion and general diligence. This was relevant to the themes raised by students regarding organisation of 
materials, possible distraction in lessons etc. 
 The reports include a statement by the student’s pastoral care teacher about their general attendance, participation in school activities, presentation etc. 
This comment is generated by the teacher from a comment bank. This statement is relevant to the themes in terms of student general attitude and 
attendance. 
 The reports include an academic level on a scale of A to E for each subject.  
 The reports include a written comment from the teacher in each subject. These comments are not generated from comment banks, but represent a specific 
comment by a teacher about that particular student. These comments may be relevant to themes if they indicate difficulties with organisation, distraction 
in class, or problems meeting deadlines for homework or formal assessment. Particular attention was paid to comments for Physical Education, Home 
Economics and Food Technology as students need to bring specialist materials and equipment to these lessons – possibly relevant for students in shared 
care moving between homes. 
 
Student Commitment Level Pastoral Comment Academic Level Teacher Comments Other; Notes 
Nola 
All in A band; or at 
B+ 
Positive on punctuality, 
attendance and presentation 
B average One comment about being distracted 




All in A or B band Positive on punctuality, 
attendance and presentation 
B average Four comments across the reports 
about being distracted in class, but 
appears to relate to peer influence, 
not introspection. Comment in 
Physical Education mid-year report 
“high level of organisation” 
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Student Commitment Level Pastoral Comment Academic Level Teacher Comments Other; Notes 
Louise 
All in A band, except 
one at B+ 
Positive on punctuality, 
attendance and presentation 
B+ average Comment English mid-year report 
“approaches all learning tasks in an 
organised manner” Comment from 




All in A band, except 
one at B+ 
Positive on punctuality, 
attendance and presentation 
A- To B+ 
average 
Comment English mid-year report 
“well organised and spends time 
planning and reshaping her work” 
End of year report – 
there was extended 
illness in the last term 
that meant results were 
incomplete. 
Maria 
All in A band, except 
one at B+ 
Positive on punctuality, 
attendance and presentation 
B average Comment Maths end year report 
“actively engaged during lessons” 
Commitment and 
academic levels 
stronger in end-year 
report. This links to 
Maria’s description of 
serious family issues 
early in the year that 
became less difficult 
later in year. 
Paula 
One C in mid-year 
report, all others B 
and A 
Positive on punctuality, 
attendance and presentation 
A average, but 
lower in mid-year 
report  
Change across year. Three comments 
on mid-year report about being 
distracted by peers, but four 
comments on end year report 
commending diligence 
No information was 
given about family 
transition early in the 
year – movement to 
step-family was 18 
months prior to 
interview 
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Appendix H: Thematic Analysis – Concept Maps 
Analysis of teacher interviews – Initial graphic organiser 
 
Colour coding 
Central concept  black 
Clare     green 
Katherine   yellow 
Nancy    pink 
Lois    purple 
More than one teacher blue/black 
 
Note: enlarged detail of content in boxes is shown 
over.   
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Shared parenting situation 
I. organisation materials, equipment (all four teachers) 
A. student personality impacts, (Nancy) 
II. can't do extra-curricular (Katherine) 
III. late to school, distance (Katherine) 
IV. differing expectations in two homes (Katherine, Lois) 
A. differing homework and study routines in each 
house (Nancy) 
V. assignment left at wrong house (Clare) 
VI. lack of continuity in review of work, learning impact 
(Clare) 
A. lack of depth in asst - given less or inconsistent 
support with task at home (Nancy) 
VII. need routine at school, as there may not be at home 
(Clare) 
VIII. feeling anxious about being disorganised 
IX. mum and dad give different help (Nancy) 
X. issues with organisation and homework diminish as 
students get older (Nancy) 
Privacy 
I. don't want people to know (all four teachers) 
A. quiet word start of lesson (Katherine, Lois) 
1. Homework 
a. resassure it is OK if home issues impact 
(Katherine) 
b. ensure student not taking advantage 
(Katherine, Nancy, Lois) 
(1) balance between support and push to 
meet deadlines (Katherine) 
(2) if so, student creates pattern quickly 
(Lois) 
c. teachers need to be understanding when 
family issues make homework hard (Clare 
Katherine, Lois) 
d. teachers are generally understanding 
(Clare) 
e. teacher admonishes student about 
homework before they tell about a family 
problem – teacher feels bad (Katherine) 
f. occasionally, parent emails regarding 
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homework which can’t be done due to 
family issues (Katherine) 
g. teacher finds out when questioning when 
homework not done (Clare) 
B. want to be seen as the same as others (Katherine) 
C. comes back to bite them when they disclose family 
(Katherine, Lois) 
II. Difficult balance - privacy vs communication (Clare, 
Katherine, Lois) 
A. teachers need information (Clare, Lois) 
1. need to know about circumstances of family so 
can be sensitive when presenting content 
(Clare) 
III. teachers need to have respect for student privacy 
(Katherine) 
IV. parents fear judgement, students pick this up (Lois) 
V. don't want to seem different (C;are) 
VI. Role of Year Co and psychologist - co-ordination of 
support (Clare, Lois) 
VII. disclose information to teacher about homework, 
embarrassed to say in front of class – especially at the 
start of Yr 8 (Nancy) 
VIII. own daughters didn’t disclose about living in a one-
parent family to teachers (Clare, Nancy) 
Lesson content 
I. sometimes students need to filter information when 
responding to a task (Katherine) 
A. facebook - need to protect your privacy (Katherine) 
B. students not sure how much to say (Katherine) 
II. leave out material as too close to student's experience 
(Lois) 
III. pastoral care programs (Katherine) 
A. finding out 
1. Parent contact 
a. parent-teacher interview (Katherine) 
b. parent contact when separating (Katherine)  
c. suspect information left out deliberately at 
enrolment time (Clare) 
2. during extra-curricular (Lois) 
3. snippets picked up (Clare, Nancy) 
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4. intuition there is something wrong (Katherine, 
Lois) 
IV. father-daughter breakfast (Clare) 
V. getting to know you activities (Clare) 
VI. example activity which could have caused to think 
about family -(Nancy) 
VII. discuss range of families in content lessons (Nancy) 
General Impact 
I. taking on extra responsibilities at home (Katherine) 
II. More independence (Lois) 
III. Single parent - some things get missed - can't do it all 
(Lois) 
IV. feeling different (Nancy) 
Friends 
I. friends provide support network (Lois) 
A. Starting Yr 8 - don't have friendship networks 
(Lois) 
1. Student not wanting to come to school due to 
family situation (Clare, Lois) 
II. students may not discuss family with friends, want 
normality (Katherine) 
Transition to Secondary School 
I. students don't know who to trust (Lois) 
II. fear of being different (Lois) 
III. many teachers rather than just one, all needing to know 
issues (Clare) 
IV. compare family type to others (Nancy) 
V.  divorce of parents adds layer of complexity to their life 
at this transition (Nancy) 
Staff  
I. need for staff training, greater teacher awareness 
(Katherine) 
II. staff who are not divorced would have less 
understanding (Katherine) 
III. some staff "more pastoral", more likely for students to 
confide, some keep more distance, always needs to be 
trust (Katherine, Lois) 
IV. teachers fearing to get close to students - legal concern 
(Lois) 
V. beginning teachers - don't risk getting close to students, 
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need training (Lois) 
VI. teachers need to show more understanding (Lois) 
VII. Inclusivity - treat students the same (Nancy) 
VIII. issue generally dealt with well at the school - dignity, 
respect for students (Nancy) 
Grief 
I. student grief 
A. teacher keeping them on task despite this 
(Katherine) 
B. build trust so they will confide (Katherine) 
C. School as place to forget (Katherine, Lois) 
D. home problem, sadness deepened by need to 
discuss (Katherine) 
E. outpouring grief - teacher not wanting to cause 
upset (Katherine) 
F. present as "in control, but turmoil behind (Clare)  
1. students may seem aright but be struggling 
(Clare) 
G. relief after disclosure (Clare, Nancy) 
Formal assessment 
I. cases where unable to come to school, assessment 
impacted (Clare) 
II. don't give consideration when formal assessment (Lois) 
A. expectation that all students perform all tasks, 
unless something is drastically amiss (Nancy) 
III. Formal assessment is negotiated when serious issues 
arise under school assessment policy (Clare, Nancy) 
IV. a need for more flexibility with formal assessment 
(Clare) 
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Theme 1 Girls feel emotions about their family while at school – concept map (which links to student codes, teacher comments and Chapter 5 
results) 
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Theme 2 Girls manage their learning – concept map (which links to student codes, teacher comments and Chapter 5 results) 
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Theme 3 Girls want teachers to be understanding and to respect family privacy – concept map (which links to student codes, teacher comments 
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Appendix I: Teacher Continuing Education Stimulus 
 
The stimulus below is a reflection, considering the responses of the young people in 
the study, the comments of their teachers and themes from current literature on 
young people whose parents are separated or divorced. It provides an informal 
glimpse into the world they shared with me, a composite of the words they used as 
they reflected on their experiences, at the critical juncture of family and school. As 
you read this, think about the young people in your classes. On Australian average, 
about 1 in 5 of the students in your classes have a natural parent living away from 
them (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013) and experiences at school that may 
reflect these thoughts. 
 
Those of us whose parents are separated or divorced live in many different types of 
families. We are not all the same. Each of us, individually, has had transitions in our 
family lives leading us to have a wide range of experiences.  
How do we feel at school? Sometimes we feel sad, worried or distracted at school 
because changes are occurring at home, or as we reflect back on situations which 
happened in the past. Sometimes we show emotional behaviour, perhaps to a teacher 
or to a friend. It may be that we are distracted and unable to concentrate properly 
during a lesson. Sometimes we behave unexpectedly, showing anger or frustration 
simply because a particular noise or issue has reminded us about a difficult scene or 
time. Or we might be quiet and withdrawn, ignoring others because we find it 
difficult to interact at that moment. An activity we are asked to complete during a 
lesson, particularly a personal development class, may bring forth memories for us. 
These might be happy thoughts about a parent we haven’t seen for a long time. The 
thoughts may be of sad times of family conflict or grief. We sometimes feel 
embarrassed if we are asked to talk about families during lessons and we can resent 
being asked what is happening at home. 
We are cautious about discussing things about our family at school. We might tell 
our friends, but not always because they might not understand. We know that there 
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are other young people whose families are not “traditional”, but we still have a sense 
that our family living may be different to that of others. Sometimes we struggle to 
complete homework because of things that are happening in our family. It might be 
easier to get into trouble for not doing homework than it is to try to explain what has 
happened. Sometimes we just have a quiet word to the teacher at the start of the 
lesson to let him or her know that work was not done because of something at home. 
We appreciate when teachers are understanding about this, and really do not want a 
fuss or many questions to be asked. We know that if we do this too often, teachers 
might not be patient. We certainly don’t want to speak to the teacher in front of the 
class; this might be embarrassing. For some of us, we know that parents would rather 
family situations are not discussed at school and this makes it even harder to speak 
up. 
Sometimes it is good if no one at school knows that things are not going so well at 
home – that way we can simply focus on our school activities and forget problems, 
issues or sadness at home. We like to have control over when our family is talked 
about at school. It is best for us if teachers just wait for us to talk with them about 
these things.  
Most of us live in homes where we never have both of our parents with us together. 
We are not always in the same household all the time. Sometimes we live with just 
one parent; or perhaps we have a step-parent as well and maybe step and blended 
sisters and/or brothers. We might move from one household to another. We have to 
take control of making sure that we come to school each day with the right materials 
and uniform and complete homework and assessment.  
If we are moving between households, school materials will need to be taken from 
one household to another. We all have our own strategies to try to make sure we are 
organised. For example, we might have a basket which stays with us that always 
keeps important school and personal items in it. Sometimes we write lists using the 
post-it function on our laptop, or sit quietly before going to bed to think about all the 
school events in the next few days so that we take all the right materials to the other 
parent’s house in the morning. If our parents live close to each other, forgotten 
materials or schoolwork can be collected from the other home or dropped off by a 
parent. Sometimes our parents get along and this can happen easily, but other times 
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we feel uncomfortable or get into trouble if we have to organise to get things from 
the other home. Sometimes it just does not come together and we don’t have the 
right uniform, or all of the pieces required for submission of an assessment item. We 
feel anxious or embarrassed when this happens. Sometimes it affects a grade on an 
assignment, or gets us into trouble. We might feel upset when we have to explain our 
family situation to give an excuse. Sometimes one parent is better than the other at 
keeping track of school events and we are good at doing things to help this parent 
remember.  
Moving between homes can impact on our homework and assessment in other ways. 
For example, sometimes we find that parents have different strengths when assisting 
us with homework. We might not be in the “right home at the right time” to receive 
help on a particular task. Sometimes we have support in one house but not the other, 
or parents give us conflicting advice. 
For young people in one-parent households, or for those in shared care when they are 
with a sole-parent, that parent may struggle to find time or financial resources to 
provide support. Financial problems may be apparent regardless of whether parents 
have repartnered, as there may be a new home, new job and new responsibilities to 
manage. Sometimes we have to help look after our younger siblings when our parent 
is at work, as there is only one adult in the house. This can make it hard for us to 
complete homework and assessment, and to be organised for school. We are used to 
being independent, though, as we often have an important role at home in doing 
household tasks. We are used to being organised at home, and this “flows over” to 
what we do at school. Many of us feel very close to one or both of our parents, as the 
hard times we have shared have brought us closer together. Some of us, though, have 
struggled to keep relationships going with our parents. We feel angry and betrayed. 
Some of us feel relief that our parents have separated. It is easier now, because there 
is no fighting (or violence) and it is easier for us to meet our deadlines and 
concentrate at school.  
In our interview for the study, we were reminded that we could get support from the 
school counsellor or others at school. Most of the time we really like things to be 
private. We just want teachers to understand that sometimes, when we let them 
know, we can’t keep it all running along. 
